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STRATEGIES FOR OCCUPATIONAL MOBILITY
IN HONG KONG:
A BIOGRAPHICAL APPROACH
Utilizing career histories and biographical accounts as
the data source, the present thesis attempts to analyse the
processes and mechanisms through which occupational success can
be attained. The problem has been viewed from various perspect-
ives: the network point of view, the asset-consciousness point
of view and the structural point of view. A common strategy for
occupational mobility has been identified which is summarized
in the Asset-consciousness Thesis. The salient features condi-
tioning its emergence have also been brought into focus.
A more interpretative, 'verstbhen' approach has been
adopted, and the interplay between, the subjectivity and the
objectivity, micro and the macro has been stressed. The adoption
of such an approach is a cumulative result of numerous reflect-
ions and thinkings about mobility studies and a compromise
between freedom and determinism. A perspective, which hopefully,
will shed new lights on mobility problems.
In response to the*fact that mobility studies often
yield sweeping and tautological statements, special attention
is paid to the uniqueness and distinctiveness of the Hong Kong
situation, namely, utilitarian familism, asset-consciousness
and segregation of the micro from the macro. Though some
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'he success stories of millionaires and well-lmovdns are as
familiar as the folktales of a co,mtry.. Because of one's succes,
much social attention can be captured. Their hioraphica,l accounts
have been widely public. Frederick Allen's stories s of financ ce
giants in his "The Lord. of Creation", Ferdinand Lundberg's descrip.-
tion of rich families in his "Amnrica's sixty Families, Gustavus
Fortunes" and Horatio A1gier's illustration of how rags become riches
have become a part of American culture and the delights and fantasies
of the American Dreg. me In Hong Kong, success stories of the million-
aires, indus trial rants, finance syndicates have been Tvridely
publicized. W.H. Chao's "Blographies of the millionaires",K.H. Wong's
Stories of the Billionairas", Woo's The Prominent Chinese in
Hong Kong" etc. are exemplary works in a similar fashion.
My interest in biographies has been a long-standing one
This is because biographies tell much about a person's life: his
tears and cheers, his achievements and failings, his chances and
choices, his faults and his merits......To blow how an individual
made the best of his life is always a source of inspiration and
delight to the enterprising young.
The writing of the present thesis is motivated by the same
unrestrained curiosity to understand the lives of other men, especially
those whose spheres of activities transcend the private orbits of myy
life. As a sociolo ,r student by trainizg, I am equally interested in
both the typical cases arid the atypical onec8 The stories of the
humble, the mediocre, the unsuccessful are as intellectually intrigu¬
ing as the stories of the well—knowns and the successful« The rags-
to—respectabilities are as sociological significant as the rags—to-
riches. .And I believe, through the study of these biographical
accounts, much insights can be dram about the processes and mechanisms
that facilitate social climbing and the relationship between man and
-V
society, self and the world, biography and history.
The interest in achievement and successful social climbing, as
1 observe, is a prevalent ideology among the more enterprising younger
generations. Being born in a post-world-war era, we are spared the
trauma and sufferings inflicted upon the older generation, be also
witness rapid economic growth, rising standard of living and many
humanitarian concerns for social betterment. Our aspirations are
high; our expectations from life and society are plenteous. Ambition
and growing awareness of self-importance have displaced many fatalistic
values held by the older generation. Though not everyone dream of
t
becoming a millionaire overnight, yet turning rags to respectabilities is
a hope cherished by everyone, a human right and a possible dream har¬
boured in the hearts of many. It is such conviction and optimism that
spur many individuals to launch more enterprising undertakings said
persevere in their endeavours and ventures®
In order to draw insights of great sociological interest, not
every aspect of life and the biographical account will be examined
closely. They are too rich in data to facilitate analysis. Instead,
focus is centred on a few core problems of life« What are the strate¬
gies devised by people to achieve occupational success? What are the
chances opened to people and choices made by them? What makes these
decisions possible? What accounts for their successes and failures?
Phrasing the problem in another way, it is the longitudinal study of
a person's career history that we are interested in and the various
factors that have shaped and. steered the individual! s 'destiny®
towards a, new discouse
Mobility Studies and the Biographical Approach
Mobility studies and the biographical approach are 9 from ray
point of view, perfect partners Both converge towards their common
concern for the life-chances, prospects and opportunities open to
men Mobility studies, being armed with a scientific mode of inquiry,
well-grounded in empirical data, compensate for the limitations of the
biographical approach which inclines to encompass all of the multifarious
aspects of life, an unrestrained curiosity that makes subsequent socio¬
logical analysis non-manageable Mobility studies offer a more realis¬
tic conception of 'ambition® and ®aspiration® by putting them back into
context They offer a more holistic view of society and reveal the
overall life chances open to people They help to demystify a lot of
myths and hearsays about ways to success written by laymen They
reveal a reality which might dampen the high-spirits of an unrealistic
dreamer and disappoint the mobility-conscious® When such a scientific
mode of inquiry is married to the more humane, man-centred biographical
approsvch, the findings and insights are bound to be intellectually
intriguing.
Many mobility studies prove to be sources of inspiration®
Bendix makes us aware of the fact that it is social and structural change
that facilitates social climbing® Mobility is largely a result of
industrialization, bureaucratization and urbanization. Lipset echoes
a similar view in stressing on the importance of structural and social
differentiation. Zetierberg shares a similar opinion. Such convergences
cf viewpoints have been summarised as the Lipsei-Bendix-Eetterberg
hypothesisj a term familiar in mobility literature. Other writers are
less concerned with macro-frame works like socio-economic differentia¬
tion, structural change, role differentiation etc,., they are interested
in the exact mechanisms through which mobility can be achieved, especial¬
ly with reference to American society Thus, Eauser, Blau and Duncan
are willing to limit the variables to a few significant ones i father3 s
education, father's occupation, son's occupation, son's education, size
of sibling set etc. Utilizing complicated mathematical tools and census
data, generalizations about the mobility pattern across class, occupa¬
tion, and generation can thus be drawn. Other writers are more eager
to demystify avid clarify a lot of rumours and hearsays about mobility
Thernstrorn3 s work has made the readers rethink the truth1 of the
American Dream, or the possibility of building one's career even for
those in the lower rungs of the social ladder. Goldthorpe also
challenges the embourgeoisie argument which predicts the blurring of
distinctions between the working class and the middle class. He
considers the life chances of the working class are still limitedi
in fact though the perception of them is not. (BENDIX: 1159?
HAUSER: 1978; BLAU DUNCAN s 196?; THER1JSTROM: 1972: GOLDTHORPE: 1969)
My earlier conceptual orientation was largely influenced by the
works of producessors in the field. My conceptual development went
through three phases, each step forward was marked by a conceptual
breakthrough and the viewing of the old problem in a light light.
These phases of conceptual development are summarized as follows:
In the first phrase of my conceptual development, I was influenced
by Smelser and Lipset's idea of structural and role differentiation.
Mobility in Hong Kong was a result of the changes in the occupational
structure. When the economy was mainly light-industry oriented and
small industries formed the pillar of the manufacturing sector, little
structural differentiation was expected The smallnesc of size and
the low degree of structural differentiation were correlated® (RANGE
LEE: 1972)4. The ambition to be a professional could hardly be materialized
when the middle stratum was relatively undeveloped Mobility in Hong
Kong could be more apparent when the economy underwent structural
transiormations®
In the second stage of my conceptual development 5 I realized
that the above approach commits the fallacy of structural and economic
determinism® Using Miller and Marsh s argument, mobility is more than
a result of structural or role differentiation, nor a consequence of
sheer demand And such a structural deterministic approach is
incompatible with the biographical approach which somewhat implies a
voluritaristic conception of man. Though 1 imitations exist, yet
individuals can think of numerous ways to get round them. To overlook
this voluntaristic and subjective aspect of human behaviour is to
deprive oneself of a rich source of data which would prove to be aft
source of inspiration and insights® I called this stage of conceptual
development the rediscovery of the subjectivity and verstehen.
(MILLER: 1980; MARSH: 1980)
In the third stage of my conceptual development, I came to
focus on the interplay between the subjectivity and the objectivity®
Sometimes, the occupational structure does not undergo drastic
transformation, but the individualSs perception of mobility chances is
far more optimistic— a conviction of the fluidity of the class
structure. Strategies devised by individuals are also inseparable
from the particularities of the situation. Subjectivity and objecti¬
vity interact; and the micro operates in the macro. And I guess by
gaining access to that complex array of intriguing relationships, one
can draw insights and shed new lights on mobility studies,,
Pilot Study: In Search of Indigenous Attitudes and Behaviour
The interest in subjectivity and the interplay between the
micro and the macro necessitates the adoption of a qualitative
approach to the problem, An emphasis on 'verstehen® and the interpretative
aspect of human behaviour is preferred® Semi-structured in—depth
interviews are used® Many contact points were established in order to
heighten the sensitivity and perceptiveness of the researcher, and
expose him to stimuli which might escape his notice in the conceptual
_i.•_ -to
ligation The merits of this kind of approach have been pointed out
by Ranee Lee,
Most social science studies in Hong Kong are quantitative
surveys and controlled experiments® These types of researchO -J-«- m!L
are mainly designed for the verification rather than the
discovery of knowledge0 Verificational research is valuable
in itself? but at this stage of social science development
in Hong Kong, what is needed the most is the discovery of
knowledge® Emphasis should thus be placed on qualitative
field studies® Instead of working out the research design
and instruments in the office and then let the assistants or
students collect the data, social scientists should go out
into the field, stay there, and make as many contacts as
possible® It is in the course of careful field observation
that social scientists are likely to develop insights about
indigenous attitudes and behaviour
(RAlICE LEE: 1980:49)
A pilot study was conducted aiming at refining the conceptua¬
lisation, and gaining some experiences in interviewing techniques® A
number of career histories and biographical accounts have been gathered.
Interviewees were randomly picked up in the railway station, in
restaurants and in parks. Using the unobtrusive method, I tried to
engage the subjects in conversations without letting them know that I
was interviewing them. To my surprise, people are rather willing to
talk about their work, expectations from life and aspirations. Gaining
access to people's subjectivity and career histories has helped me to
rethink some of the concepts I have learnt in mobility literature,
which will be summarised as follows:
Firsts I realise that statements made in mobility studies tend
to be sweeping and tautological. Their usefulness and relevance to
the local situation (or a specific socio-historioal situation) are much
doubted. Statements like a totally immobile society is impossible if
not non-existent, though obstacles for mobility are removed, new
seives are being created, Society differs in terms of the generality
(number) and intensity (distance achieved by mobile groups) of mobility,
Mobility is a trendless phenomenon (SOROKHi: 192?) are always true®
They can hardly be verified nor falsified. They are almost tautological.
In a similar vein, Bendix's idea of mobility as a result of industria¬
lization, bureaucratization and urbanization is generally true, yet the
exact mechanisms and processes through which mobility is achieved have
still to be specified.
Second, Thernstrora's idea of selective migration and differential
migration and their relationship to occupational mobility in the Boston»
case need to be re-examined in the Hong Kong context® Though Hong Kong
is also a land of migrants from China, yet I guess the nature of migra¬
tion here is very different from that of the Boston situation which is
mainly spurred by a rational and deliberate consideration of wage
differentials and career prospects. Migration is a more rational,
pre-meditated and well-planned one. But as depicted in the oral
histories of my informants,- the situation in Hong Kong is very different.
The low level of socio-economic differentiation, the poor housing condi¬
tions and the inadequacies of facilities at the immediate post-liberation
period were lamentable. Yet scores of people came each day, every means
of transport was utilized and •swelled1 to their greatest capacity. The
hills were covered all over with clusters of squatter huts within two
to three days (an eye-witness account by one of ivy informants). What
spurred unselective migration was rooted in the unstable situation in
China. The country was in chaos. Many people fled and many were
•- i 41•-(' s|.
panic-stricken( h;w A 1! L.j). Armed with 1 ittle trave 11 ing fund,
handicapped by their lack of knowledge about foreign languages and
threatened by stricter immigration laws and anti-Chinese sentiments
in south—east Asia, these people have little chance to contemplate
other alternatives.
How does this unselective migration affect subsequent occupa¬
tional placement? What are the factors that affect an individual3 s
career prospects in such a unique socio-historical situation? When
geographical mobility is not accompanied with rational calculation,
foresight and planning, such psychological 'unpreparedness is likely
to have repercussions on the subsequent occupational mobility pattern.
It would shape5 if not modified the strategies adopted by the actor
in developing his career, which the actor may or may not be conscious
O f.
Third, Duncan5s conception of mobility strategies has to be
re-evaluated in a Chinese context. To Duncan, families are portrayed
as inward-looking, closed social systems. Mobility strategies then
refer to the rational use of available resources and family planning,
and the mobility problem is reduced to simple questions like who goes
to college, when to have a second child, when to get married, how many
children should the couples have and so on. Thus the family aspect
of the mobility problem is simply resource management or home economics.
Speculations about prospects are not uncommon. Will the eldest son
have a better prospect than the youngest son? Will the son from a
small sibling set be more mobile than the son from a large sibling
set etc. In contrast, in the Chinese context, 'yan ching1(
O• i
human sentiment) and 9kwaan hai'(% i qi, relationship) are stressed,
nj
interkinsmen relationship is never devoid of normative and sentimental
considerations. Reciprocity and obligation have been stressed in
traditional familisrn. The metamorphosis from an 8outward-looking
strategy9 to an inward-looking one (which 1 assume to be true for
the time being) has to be explained.
Fourth, studies have shown that ethnicity links are activated
to secure one's economic position in a specific occupational niche»
S.L. bong's work on Shanghainese spinners in Hong Kong is an example
in this direction (WONG t 1979) The study of occupational placement
and social mobility cannot isolate the subject from the vast array of
relationships he is embedded in. This is more acute in the Shanghainese
case whose selective migration to Hong: Kong is often associated with
a clear intention to secure one5 s economic status in en alien environ¬
ment.
According to S«L. Wong, the Shanghainese contemplated a
number of alternatives before deciding to settle in Hong Kong. Armedt
with better educational qualifications, capital, and entrepreneurial
skills; their choices were less restricted, (unlike the people from
the south depicted earlier), Language did not pose a problem for them
because most of them spoke English or had even been educated abroad©
a
They had oversea connections too, busine ss—wi se, kin ship-wise etc©
The tilings that concerned them were legal restrictions on immigration,
competition in the spinning and textile industry which were already
quite well-developed in some countries, congenial political, social
and cultural environment, the political stability of the place of
destination and so on. In view of all these rational calculations.
ikr Cantonese Romanizations are used throughout the thesis (see B. Fr.
Meyer and T.G. Wempe, The Student's Cantonese-Enalish Dictionary,
St. Louis Industrial School Printing Press, 1934;
Hong Kong promised to be a haven to these enterprising industrialists.
In Hong Kong, there was no competition from a well-developed
entrepreneurial market and linguistic adjustment was not a problem
The cost of production was low In Peru, on the other hand, there
was internal political strife and harsh immigration laws implemented
after World War II® Corruption was rampant there too. In Canada, 1923,
the Chinese Immigration Act was passed restricting migration In the
United States, the occupational structure showed greater sophistication
and mechanisation® In south east asia, the independence movements
after the war, the surging anti-Chinese feelings and the rise of economic
nationalism all threatened ones industrial career® In Taiwan, there
was too much intervention by the nationalist government and there was
also skepticism as to the Japanese influence and the bureaucratic red
tape of the KMT The problem with Hong Kong was its uncertain political
future But once that political guarantee was granted, Hong Kong proved
to be the best alternative, and a well-selected one®
Coupled with such rational, pre—meditated CoZ X CL 0 S lective
migration, the mobilization of ethnicity links to consolidate their
socio-economic position is thus a logical consequence® Mobility
studies cannot overlook such definitions of situations and ethnicity
and network connections, especially in a Chinese context and a
post—migration Hong Kong®
Areas of Concern: a specification
Bearing in mind the distinctiveness of the Hong Kong situation,
cautioning against the temptation to make tautological statements, I
now start to outline the key areas I am interested in for further
investigation. Some of the previous conceptual orientations will
be retained. The caution against committing the fallacy of economic
and structural determinism, the rediscovery of vorstehen and subjecti¬
vity, the stress on the interplay between the micro and the macro will
be insisted on and adhered to throughout the whole research process®
While the longitudinal study of an individualfs career history still
constitutes the backbone2 of the data source, additional information
is required5 the individualss network relationships, the level of
socio-economic development at the time of occupational choice or
placement and so on, which is more in line with our conception that
man is embedded in a web of relationships and that his actions are
constrained by the particularities of the situation• Twelve areas
have been identified which are listed as follows:
1 Personal data: the interviewee's age. education, occupation;
spouse's education and occupation®Jkm-»
2c Job history
3, Chances and choices: reasons for changing jobs, why a particular
job, what makes the decision possibles
4® The institutional background and the level of economic development
at the time of particular occupational choice, prospects of parti-
cular industry or field®
5® Intergenerational mobility: father's occupation and education,
aspirations for children0
6® Mobility strategies s e®g® division of labour in family, differen¬
tial investment on children etc®
7® Networks, connections and loin ties®
8® Subjective perception of job, prospect and life chances®
9. Reference group t do they have middle class aspirations, distaste
for the manual work etc®
10® Belief system: belief in innate ability, achievement motivation,
protestant ethics etc®
11. Social and Political participations
12, Lsisurq ac11 v.ilies,
As thus seen 5 the above is to a large extent semi-structuredf
if not unstructured. The conceptual orientations and the specifications
in the areas of interests act as search lights, helping the researcher
to secure relevant information. The looseness of the semi-structured
or unstructured interview is intentional and functional; stimuli which
escape my notice in my conceptualisation have a chance to reveal their
significance. This is likely especially when the sphere of activities
of the interviewee overlaps little with my own private orbits of
activity. As thus seen in the following chapters, much of insights I
secured in this way might have been obscured by a premature commitment
to a rigid conceptual framework.
Fieldworks and Contacts
Since I am interested in longer job histories and macro trends,
subjects have to be over thirty years of age, I do not make specifica¬
tions on the class, education and occupational background of the inter¬
viewee but I do inform my contact persons about the desirable age spread
and the preference for more representative occupations. Throughout the
divesity of cases, the same themes are stressed% the career histories,
the network connections, their subjective interpretation of the reality,
their perception of life chances etc. Comparisons are made along these
common points and variations across class, occupation, age are noted.
Though twelve areas have been identified, yet 'career history5 still
constitues the backbone of the data source. The other areas function
to substantiate information on areas 2 and 3,Area 12 serves to access
to information concerning network connections, Its inclusion is inten¬
tional so that the interview can proceed in a more relaxing atmosphere.
The first few contacts with the interviewees we re made through,
my own network connections My previous involvement in projects,
committees, extra-mural course helped me to get acquainted with people
from more diverse backgrounds I met Mr Tam in an examination situation
in which we both wanted to gain additional qualification in Linguistics.
I met Mr Yew in an Extra-mural course on Translation techniques® 1 met
Miss Cheng in a counselling session conducted by the Church® It is my
intention to interview people whom I have met once or twice before® A
too intimate relationship affects the scientific mode of inquiry; and
a scientific mode of inquiry also strains the intimate relationship
(l am very insistent on the fact that these two have to be differentiated)
On the other hand, a total stranger is less likely to confide in me
In the subsequent contacts, I was ready to extend the length of
my antennae to newer possibilities® A number of contact persons who
have wide social connections were secured® Mr Sidney Fung from the
General Chamber of Commerce, Mr K.M Chan from Wen Wei Po, Mrs Lee from
the Zonta Club and Mrs Evelyn Ho from the Hong Kong Association for
University Women have helped me to get in touch with a number of
interesting persons For the rest of the interviewees in my sample,
they were usually friends of my friendso Because of their trust in
their experiences and feelings even with a stranger like me, a rapport
which is less likely to be established in other sampling methods
Through these connections, I was able to secure twenty-five
interviewees whose names (fictitious names only) and background data
are listed as follows:
In this respect, Mr N Chan, Mr H.K. Kwok and my supervisor Miss
Barbara Ward have helped me a lot in securing new connections®
Hiss YJu aged 70? ex—lecturer.
Mr„ Lo—- aged 68, d irector and manager of one of the largest
shoe manufacturing enterprise.
Mr. Lee— aged 68, proprietor and manager of a packaging factory
in factory resettlement area.
Mr. Chiu— aged 60, proprietor of a Chinese medicine shop«
Mrs. Lau— aged 60, a. street-store owner9 uneducated.
Miss Ha— aged, 33? columnist.
Mr. Yiu— aged 33? contractor and proprietor.
Mr. Lee—- aged 48, retailor of knitting material
Mrs. Wan— aged 44? doctor
Mr. Yim— aged 42, director and manager of one of the largest
food manufacturing enterprise in Hong Kongo
Mr. Ma— aged 42, fisherman, uneducated®
Mr. Ho— aged 40? security guard
Mr. Siu—• aged 40? construction worker.
Mrs. Yee— -aged 36, personnel manager of a large enterprise®
Mrs. Liu— aged 34? director and manager, wine merchant.
Fir. Chan— aged. 34? lecturer.
Ms. Moore— aged 34? director and manager of one of the largest
garment factory.
Ms. Ng ged 34? company secretary of a large land dealing
company.
Mr. Tam—- aged 31? importing clerk, administrative secretary.
Mr. Kwok— aged 31? broker and research manager in commodity exchange.
Mr. Yew—— aged 31? court interpreter.
Mb. Leung— aged 31? educational psychologist.
Ms. Cheng— aged 31, teacher.
Mr. Wong— aged 31? production executive.
Ms. 'Wan~— aged 31? teacher.
The Interviews
Interviews conducted were unstructured, or semi-structured in-
depth ones, lasting from one hour to four hours, depending on the
length of the job history and the setting under which the interview
was conducted® Preferably, these interviews were conducted on
Saturdays, or after office hours when the interviewee was off duty; and
in a more relaxing environment such as a restaurant or at the interviewee's
home® Many of the successful interviews were conducted in this way®
In the majority of the oases, the interviews were conducted at the
interviewee's office during the not-so—busy office hours. A tape
recorder was used and the whole process was recorded on magnetic tapes
for subsequent analysis. In situations where the interviewee felt
a bit uneasy about the taping, note-taking was preferred which often
amassed more data than the tape-recording method®
The average length of the interview was two hours. Interviewees
were informed of the purpose of the study (sometimes they were allowed
to read my research proposal before the .interview was started), they
were free to ask Questions concerning the research. I always made sure
that a minimal degree of understanding and rapport have been reached
before the interview commenced® Many interviewees cherished the idea that
the interview was a personal and an unstrcuiured one, and that it was
centred around a core problem of their concern,, This meant that they
were free to express their feelings and shared their experiences with
me without being constantly bombarded viith stereotyped questions
requiring patterned answers. It was easy to start people talking about
their career histories and their ladder of success. I only intervened
when I felt necessary. In many cases, the interviewees were carried
away by the reminiscene of the past and had forgotten that time had
quietly slipped avxay (which perhaps explained why the interview could
last for so many hours)• But some interviewees explicitly expressed,
their doubt as to what I wanted to gather from them and wondered if
the data they provided really helped in my research
Interviewing techniques have to be well-polished Without
probing and following-up questions, many important data would have
escaped my notice® An example was when Mr. Lee described the changes
in his packaging industry, he described the change from packaging for
hairwig goods to packaging for decorative and food products in a
flat-out tone» But realizing that the hairwig industry collapsed in
the sixties, I asked him what made the transition possible And I
was then able to secure very interesting information as to the impor¬
tance of networks and connections in crisis manipulation Similarly,
some interviewees were more ready to present one aspect of reality
which looked real to them® One interviewee explained, her success in
terms of her ability and competence; when asked about her background.,
she had come from a humble origin and all her siblings were manual
workers. On being asked further, it was apparent that some kind of
family resource management had been going on to facilitate her social
climbing- a strategy common among the more mobility-conscious working
class. Her success was at the expense of sacrificing the career
prospects of her elder sisters, and not just a result of her own
competence and intelligence alone as she had claimed.
A Word on Ethics
In contrast to the commonly held notion that the social
scientist® is necessarily indifferent and unfeeling in order to be
loyal to the scientific mode of inquiry, I felt a heightened sense of
responsibility and greater perceptiveness to the problems of society
after conducting this research® 1 was often hard pressed by my
interviewees to present the 'truth5 of the matter® You must write
this in the dissertation, the world cannot be oblivious of our suffer¬
ings j Our success is not without costs, to say that we are opportunists
and exploiters is unfair, You must not be misled by the stories of
his success, the harsher side of his personality has to be revealed 1
It is thus apparent that the researcher can hardly stand detached from
the problems of the world® Getting in touch with the world revitalizes
his own sense of urgency and moral responsibility, and rectifies some
of his biases towards the different classes® As a result, he finds it
more urgent to present the truth of the story and submit his work to
the scrutiny of scientific inquiries® Once the truth of the matter
has been revealed, the researcher should have the courage to reveal it
to the general public even at the expense of antagonising some people®
Limitations of the Present Research
Given only twenty-five, often atypical, cases, together with
an unrestrained class, occupation and age spread, I have no intentionft
to generalize but as Ranee Lee has pointed out, qualitative research
aims at the discovery of knowledge and not the verification of
hypothesis, and I still feel confident, at this stage, in presenting
the insights I got from the study and in thinking that their signi-
finance has been unjustifiably overlooked in many mobility studies I
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Job-seeking behaviour is often associated with a clever
utilisation of contacts and network relationships The latter not
only serve as channels for dissemination of information, but they
also help to extend the range of choicess heighten the individual3s
sense of opportunity awareness and aid in securing new contacts
and linkages. Current Sociological literature abounds in studies
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This chapter attempts to place .job-see king behaviour in a specific
socio-cultural historical context. It analyses the very process
through which utilitarian Familism, an early adaptive mechanism to
enhance occupational and socio-economic security, is gradually
metamorphosized into a new kind of network-constructing behaviour,
culminating in new pat :ems of sociability and interpersonal rela¬
tionships. The salient factors leading to the emergence of this
phenomenon will be brought into focus.
Utilitarian Familism
Traditional Familism, in a process of damaging uprootedness,
not only retains its relevance, but also takes on new forms and new
meanings in a Hong Kong context. (S.K. LAU: 1978) Stripped of al¬
most all of its concomitant socio—cultural economic prerequisites,
it still survives as one of the most important mechanisms for social
integration and adaptation. Traditional Familism is closely linked
with minimal geographical mobility. Where man is bound to land, where
property is territorially localised, the ethics and sets of rules
governing human relationship tend to accumulate and become stabilized.
High levels of socio-cultural integration? accompanied by low levels
of spatial mobility account for the perpetuation of familism as an
important organizational feature of traditional Chinese Society,
(PEI: 1947)
In urban Kong ICong? the ecological and organizational
features of the traditional family are no longer visible. Migration$
(as explained in chapter one) has been largely imselective, ad hocs
spurred by sense of urgency and generally uncritical of the plane of
destination. The low level of socio-economic, political differentia¬
tion in Hong Kong in the immediately post-liberation period had little
absorptive capacity for the mass of immigrants from China, The
underdevelopment of the economy the lack of differentiation of the
occupational structure 5 the inadequacy of institutional structure of
the colony posed new problems of adaptation and adjustment (S.K. LAU:
1978) Such spatial mobility, or uprootedness in the strict sense
of the word2 is psychologically damaging, especially when the connected
problem of adaptating to the new environment is further complicated by
the weekening of cultural, political and social continuity, Thus, the
Hong Kong immigrants are isolated in space? in time and in history®
The resultant psychological strain is immense. It seeks expression
in new forms of human relationships. It also shapes and conditions
new strategies of job—seeking behaviour.
On the question of adaptation and occupational placement,
a number of studies reveal a consistent pattern, SeL, Wong's work
on Hong Kong Shanghainese showed how ethnic ties are mobilized to
secure economic closure. The monopolization and domination of
particular ethnic groups in specific occupational niches help to
consolidate their O S u 1 jTT. j, c cL lien environment, It also serves
as an effective means to control rival competitors® (IJGNG: 1979}
TIIHI: 1954) Anderson also showed that in the early phrase of
industrialisation? the mobilisation of ethnic links and co-residence
of kinsmen were riot uncommon (ANDERSON 1 1971) In Hong Kong, both
ethnic ties and familism are utilized to enhance occupational and
economic security® Kinsmen or relatives are considered.,, to some
extent, more'trustworthy and loyal than strangers They also serve
as sources of manpower arid capital supply® The pooling of these
resources is a pre—requisite to the consolidation of the family's
economic position in an alien environment
In other words, traditional familism, though stripped of its
ecological and organizational features in a Hong Kong context, still
retains its functions for social integration, occupational placementif -o.,
and psychological shelter 'The low level of socio-economic? political
differentiation in Hong Kong leaves the family as the only institutional
structure for social, occupational and psychological absorption of the
mass of immigrants from China« This social osmosis of the family,
a term coined by S.K. Lau (3K. LAU: 1978) marks an important feature
of Hong Kong's early phrase of economic development
Information contained in the oral histories of my informants
showed a similar pattern® According to Mr. Lee (retailor, 48)?
People dare not come to Hang Kong if they have no friends
or relatives here. Chances for securing jobs in factories
are slim. The facilities here are cruite inadequate to
accommodate so many people
To start with? I didn't have enough capital to run the
pharmaceutical business on my ov.ru But I was able to find
partners who are also my relatives said Mr Chiu.
(ex—propr1etor, 6C)
Our shoe-making factory was established by my father® It
was a family business and was later run by my brothers, my
uncles and me« informed Mr Lo«
(manager and director3 68)
When I first came to Hong Kong, it was difficult to find
work in the factory® I came to reside with my auntie who
owned a retail store in Sheungshui And I worked in her
shop for a few years informed Mr® Ho
(ex-print er 3 40)
Our import-export firm was established by our three
brothers® Two of them contributed capital® One of my
brothers contributed technical knowhow since his first
degree was in electronic engineering I contributed my
clerical and administrative experience® Besides that, I have
no capital to offer® said Mr® Tarn,
(administrative Secretary, 31)
On Semantic Stretch
Though familism provides a kind of 9social osmosis for the
immigrants, its traditional features do not remain unmodified When
asked about their exact relationship with their 9kinsmen®9 my informants
gave rather vague answers
The person who introduced me to this field was one of my
hing tei( 1{) He is my father's brother's son's oo
said Mr. Lee (manufacturer, 68)
On being questioned further, informants' answers are more unprecise.
The so-called 'kinsmen' (hing tei or tsan-tsik) in a Hong Kong context
show great flexibilities and variations in meaning They may mean
clansmen, people of the same place of origin, people from the same
village, people from the same school.• 00 It does not necessarily
mean descendants of direct lineage® A person with the same surname
and coming from a 9not—so-distant5 place from egos place of origin
is already qualified to be called a kinsman or relative. Though
the semantics of the word will be more specific and refined, precision
is secondary in importance, depending on the situation and the kind of
contractual, instrumental or affective relationship the ego wants to
secure© Functional variation determines the range end limits of the
meanings of the words which is often socially-defined and construed©
V
On being asked if he has a lot of tsan—tsik( 4~) in Hong Kong,
Mr. Lee said5
Well, outside home, ivTe are all brothers to one another
In times of difficulty, it is very natural that we help
one another
ft
The preceived irrelevance of precision and specificity of
blood-tied relationship is apparant.
Though my sample is too small to draw generalizations, it
seems clear that such semantic stretches of kinship terms is quite
common, as shown in many other studies. S.K. Lau9 s and John A. Young9 s
use of the idea of fictive kinsmen is one. (S.K. LAU: 1979;
YOUNG: 1974) Foster9s study on Erasmus and their use of fictive
kinsmen and fosterage to enhance success is another. (.FOSTER: 1978)
The action is spurred by sense of inadequacy and relative deprivation,
Keesings work on Kwaio fosterage also revealed the utilitarian
function of fictive kinsmen and fosterage. (KEESING: 1970) The
decision is often made on rationalistic and instrumental principles®
The payoff, the tradeoff and the utility function are objectively
assessed.® And the efficiency frontier is then pushed to a new height®
As S.K0 Lau has pointed out y the looseness and flexibilities
in the meaning of the word 5kinsmen5 function to secure the relevant
personel and capital resources necessary for business or career
establishment® This widens the range of choices, and make it possible
to consolidate a basically instrumental relationship with sentimental
considerations, Using PQUCHE'S terminology, it is a case of interest
network overlapping with sentiment network® The kind of exchange
relationship is consolidated and checked by a sense of obligation
and reciprocity, commitment and sanction® (POUCEE: 1980) The
often transitory, momentary, strategic and fluid interest network
is stablized® Traditional values and normative considerations are
mobilised As a result, the nature of the self-interested, instru¬
mental, contractual relationship is hopefully transformed and radically
modified by sentiment or collectivity considerations® The resultant
behavioural pattern is thus more reliable, predictable and easily-controlled®
As thus seen, a kin-based network is not so ascriptive in a
Hong Kong context® A self-constructing process to incorporate new
kinsmen9 and sentimental ties is already underway® The new network
relationship is partly ascribed and partly constructed® Such changes
in network and kindred relationships in an immigrant, urban situation
have been endlessly discussed in social anthropology and sociology
(MITCHELL: 1969; MAYER: 1964; BGISSSVAIH: 1968; BOTT: 1955;
GULLIVER: 1971; FRSEDMAN: 1957; FORTES: 1949). The idea of the
centrifugal spread of kin relationships goes back at least to Rivers
On Kinsmen; Selective or Unselective?
in 1924. Preedman's study on Singapore families also points to the
change from agnatic (patrilineal) kin network structure to cognaiic
(non-lineal) kin network structure in an immigrant, urban setting®
The latter is fully utilised for subsequent job hunting and
j o b~ pi ac e me n t«
Network-construction is therefore an inevitable and inherent
feature of social adaohation and integration in at new environmenti. w
VJhen kinsmen are dispersed over a wide territory as a result of war
or unselective migration, the kinsmen available in a specified
locality are likely to-be few. The systematic hierarchical ordering
ordering of human relationship in traditional Chinese society is
now characterised by many missing links and circles. Radiating from
the EGO® s centre5 the most intimate individual may be in fact a
member of the distant circle of kinsmen; the most distant kinsman may
be the only available person one can depend on. The idea of missing
links is most obvious in Mr. Tin's case (contractor9 53)« His
brothers and sisters died in the war, his father lived in Hong Kong
but was later deceased. The dispersion- of kinsmen over wide territoryX.
is also common. Mr. Lee (retailor, 43) has sisters and parents in the
United States. Mr. Ho (ex-printer, 40) has uncles and aunts in Prance,
Trinidad, and the States. Mr. Tim (director and manager, 42) has
parents and relatives in Malaysia and Singapore. Mr. Tew (interpreter,
3l) has brothers and sisters in China. Mr. Lee (manufacturer, 68) has
brothers and sisters in Venezuela I
Thus, radiating from EGO's centre, the missing links and
circles in the hierachic ci-L OPu ering of relationship, using Fei's
V T v
terminology( 1 f•), is apparent. The kin-based network
structure is patchy, fragmentary and incomplete. Furthermore,
radiating from EGO1s centre, the limit or boundary of this kin-based
network structure is virtually infinite® The analogy, as Pei puts it,
is like a stone thrown into water, the ripples radiating out from the
centre of disturbance are boundless® This lack of clarity in kin-network
structure is fully utilised and manipulated in Hong Kong for instrumental
considerations® The discriminating hospitability and openness of Hong
Kong Chinese towards their kinsmen and clansmen are highly related to
the openness of the kinship 1 set!«,
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Such ?openness5 offers great flexibilities and choices in
network construction. It involves a mixture of sentimental end
instrumental consierations. The orocess may be developed through
the use of fictive kinship, fosterage or marriage® The consolidation
of position through marriage is more powerful than fosterage in that the
former transforms a seemingly 0achieved3 relationship into an ascribed
blood relationship® The consolidation or stabilisation of relationship
through biological union and the birth of children is complete. Many
stories have been told about intermarriage among the businessmen, the
enterpreneurs and early industrialists and bankers These big families
are important and powerful in their tactful construction of networks,
the range and length of their business antennae are hardly matched®
Such intermarriage further consolidates their economic and social
position® Their grip over selected sections of the community is
complete. (WOIJC.: I98O; CHAI: I98O; KWOK s I98O)
In an attempt to differentiate different types of networks,
Pouche distinguishes three kinds: sentiment network, interest network
For example, the daughter of T.F. Li was married to the son of
P.S. Fung, consolidating the economic relationships of the two
families; the daughter of K.G. Li marrying the director of Chung
VJah Department Store and his second daughter marrying a Singaporean
businessmen and property dealer, Lawyer 1KB, Law marrying Ho Tung's
daughter are a few of the many examples.
power network A sentiment network emphasizes obligation, reciprocity,
commitment, sanctions and collective interest It is close-knit, stable,
strongly other or norm and tradition orientated and self-interest is
often subdued An interest network is basically a set of means-to-end
relationships,. It is rational logical9 strategic, monentary and fluid
Principles governing the exchange relationships are general only Once
the transaction is over, the bonds disappear. A power network is an end
itself,, It is characterized by singleness of purpose It stresses an
hierarchical ordering of relationship Efficiency is much valued and
relations patterned Through a careful manipulation of these network
structures, power, prestiage, status and class are giutinated,
competitive advantage gained, and positions secured A quotation
from Pouche may best illustrate the point:
Intermixture of network can also be manipulated
in attempts to consolidate or disturb existing
networks Thus business organizations can, in
order to safeguard their assets, build up sets of
permanent links with other organizations in order
to replace an interest network or market struc¬
ture by a designed structure of redistributive
exchange relations It is not uncommon that
bonds of intermarriage further -consolidate such
structures by amalgamating them with sentiment
networks (PGUCHE: 80s 188)
On ethnicity links and network stretch
Strategies other than fictive kinship, fosterage or inter¬
marriage are also practised These not only supplement the inadequacies
of the fragmentary kin-network structure, but a.lso functions to diversify
and multiply the centres for attachment and affiliation Multi-stranded
relationships supercede single-stranded relationships A constellation
of centres is preferred to singleness of centre of dependence Such
network stretches involve the mobilization of ethnicity links, friend¬
ship ties, work ties and old clique-ties
Ethnic ties are easily mobilized, partly because a kin-network
structure (as opposed to the lineageclan structure) is basically an
open set; the 'ripples radiating from EGO®s centre are boundless,.
People from the same place of origin rekindle EGO's sense of fraternity
and brotherhood (especially in an alien environment)• The affection
associated with the word 'Heung-lei' follow countryman,V1-
i®e0 person from same locality) is natural,, Another part of the
reason is that Chinese are by nature lovers of the soil Land
denotes the complex totality of lineage, stability, socio-cultural
integration and sense of home-ness. Nostalgia for the land is
synonymous with nostalgia for the past. Kin and ethnicity ties
signify cultural identification and social or geneological
c on tinuation•
It is not unexpected that occupancy of a particular
occupational niche by a particular ethnic group will trigger off
a chain reaction. The continual influx of members of a small ethnic
group into the occupational niche inevitably tends to stablize,
»
and the linkage between occupation and ethnicity thus becomes
visible: a situation which is also apparent in other Asian countries
(Tien: 1954)® As depicted by my informants, in Hong Kong hairclressing
is mainly a Shanghainese occupation, cotton quilt making a Wai Chow
occupation, richshaw pulling and coolie work a Chiu-chow occupation
(Mr. Lee, retailor, 48); rattan work and leather—processing Hai-nanese
occupation (Mr, Yiu, contractor, 53)• Occupational choice and place¬
ment are also related to prior occupancy of economic niches by people
of the same ethnic group. As Mr. Ho said, (ex-printer, 40)
I intended to work in grocery stores because
my kinsmen have been in the trade for years•
I entered into this field as an apprentice,
and started learning the making of woolen
gloves and sweaters. There were not many
crafts available at that time and my relatives
avid people from my village mainly joined this
field. said Mr. Lee (retailor, 4$)
A more detailed study of ethnicity and occupational placement
and advancement can be extricated from S.L. Wong's work (Wong z 1979)
in which the mobilization of ethnic ties to secure economic closure
and to defeat competitors are clearly explained®
The power of kin-networks and ethnicity—links should not be
over-stressed, however; this is because the migration process entails
a. certain degree of disruption in these structures arid linkages® What
I have called semantic stretch and flexibili.es in meaning are adaptive
and functional® When a functional relationship is not consolidated or
structured by property relations or blood ties or other interests,
the kind of relationship is bound to be weakened® It is also subject
to replacement once a better alternative is found.
As Mra Lee said,
In Hong Kong, everything is related to 'yan sz1
personal re1ationship) (Manufacturer, 68}
It was exactly this personal relationship that helped many
of my informants to locate their first job®
According to Mr. Ho,
I worked in my aunt's grocery for 3-4 years.
Afterwards, I was able to make some acquaintances.
They introduced me to the printing business. I
then became an apprentice in the printing company
and stayed there for six years. Afterwards, the
company closed down, I turned to another company,
the Nam Wah company, again introduced by my
friend Two years later, I was informed of
a vacancy as security guard at the Chinese
University and I came here.
(ex-printer, security guard, 40)
According to Mr. Leew
Job-hunting is often facilitated by recommen¬
dation, connections and bribing. In my stores,
9po-kam' (money deposited in stores serving as
a guarantee for the conduct of the newly-recruited)
t A A X v
(f U) is a pre—requisite for job-offer•
(retailor, 48)
Ex—kuamingtang officials often formed cliques
in Hong Kong Once informed of job offers and
opennings, they all flocked there® I still remember%
the time when the Electric Company recruited workers for
placing underground wires, people started queueing from
2 o'clock in the morning just for 27 Hong Kong dollars
a day I
Many ex-KMT officials still associate together in
Hong Kong. Many of them were later employed in
the Kowloon Moter Bus Company which was the biggest
employer at that time. informed Mr. Lee.
(manufacturer, 68)
For rare and higher positions, connection is even more
important. (GRANOVETTHR: 1974)- Miss Vfu, (ex-lecturer, 70)
university graduate and specialist in medical chemistry was unemployed
during the war, she was later introduced by one of her ex-colleagues
to work on vaccines in a Chinese oharmaceutical shoo which was the
-i-
only one available at that time
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monetary guarantee, recommendation or sponsorship,, This is even
more oaramomit in situations when the labour market is tight and
when discriminative measures are operative The mobilization of
ethnic links, friendship ties, work-ties, cliques etc constitutes
an important strategy for joutplacement and the securing of socio-economic
Dositions
.x
Ascriotive particularism and conditional cooption
The aforementioned repertoire of behaviour promotes our
understanding of Chinese familism and kinship structure. First,
kinship structure which is believed to be ascribed, unselective can
be selective in a Hong Kong context This is related to the 'openness1
of the Chinese cosnatic kinship set and the boundless characteristic
of Chinese hierarchical order of human relationships 5，！“：‘
、-“产|，於-丨—；二V，.':1‘7‘
thus allowing greater flexibilities in the co-option of fictive
kinsmen and network stretch Second, the post-migration kin network
is often fragmentary, patchy, with missing links or circles War
and geographical mobility leave some devastating effects on the kin
structure The resultant structure is incomplete This weakens the
normative control of seniors on the behaviour of lower kinsmen Kin
relationship in a Hong Kong context, no longer under the surveillance
of an established authority structure, becomes both more arbitrary and
more dispensable. Third, the semantic stretch of kinship terms,
though serving some utilitarian functions, creates probiems of
integration at the intragenerational and intergenerational level.
The answer to the question who are my relatives?® varies with
each generation. To the older generation, they include descendents
of direct lineage, people from same village, clan ..•0 To the
younger generation, relatives would mean EGO® s own family and first
cousins only (Miss Ha informed). The lack of agreement is an outcome
of a dual definition of the word 'kinsmen®• This creates problems
of integration; and the younger generation find it increasingly hard
to order relationships in the most appropriate manner and appraise
the amount of respect and deference that should be paid to their
®seniors®.
Moreover, the ascriptive particularistic aspect of traditional
familisra is further eroded under conditions of uncertainty and
competition. Reciprocity, obligation and collectivity orientation are
gradually supplemented, if not superceded by rationalistic considera-
i
tions. The uneasy co-existence of sentimental and utilitarian con¬
siderations marks the distrinctive feature of the Hong Kong brand
of fami1ism (S.K. LAU 2 1978) which is a kind of familism in which
mutual benefit is the motto and conditional acceptance the working
principle. This is because ascription and unconditional support
are expensive in times of scarcity and urgency The unselective
and unconditional support shown to an 'unworthy® kinsmen imposes
drains on the already scarce resources.
Conditional acceptance is manifested in some of my cases,
which will be illustrated as follows:
Mr. Lee became a partner in his uncle's
spinning factory because he had saved some
money while he was an apprentice in a
similar factory for five years. But his
brother worked in another factory and was
not incorporated into the family-business.
Mr. Tam worked as an administrative secretary
in his brothers5 import-export firm. Ills
brothers? both university—educated, contributed
know-how and capital, Mr. Tam contributed
administrative and clerical experience. He has
neither capital nor know—how, having completed
secondary education only. He said he intended
to sit for the orofessional examinations that
would, qualify him to be a teacher, and that he
was ready to leave the firm when he got the
additional qualification.
Mr. Yim came from the same place of origin as
his boss. He was competent, efficient and loyal.
He was later promoted to be the director and
manager end was granted shares in the companyc
Similarly5 in another study (KING: 1974) it is pointed
out that
Except the sons and nephews, Chinese companies more
often than not, do not employ relatives.5
Some Chinese companies have strict policy on not
employing any relatives. (KING: 1974)
From these cases, it is hvious that being a kinsman
mav be a necessary but not sufficient condition for cc-option.
'- i• lily se'•• 13 then tb' -man is loyal,
trustworthy, or he is hardworking,, frugal, or he is even-tempered,
easy to get along with, or he has capital, know-how or he has ability
and competence. An appropriate person will be secured, even if he is
a distant relative, by fictive kin-cooption, fosterage, marriage, or
property-sharing as in Mr® Yimss case. Otherwise, the viability of the
one—way—unconditional—relationship will be much questioned.o•». s.
The relationship) is highlighted by Mr® Leefs comment:Jm W«.' O
It is better to lean on a lamp post than on a tree
(manufacturer, 68)
On being asked for further explanation, he said,
A Lamp post is bright but a tree is dark, you don't know
what is happening up there I
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employers do not appreciate the idea of hiring any of their relatives,
in case the kinsman is incompetent and has to be sacked in which case
the sanction of gossip among the relatives is inevitable®
It is easv to invite a relative-into one1s business but
it is difficult to ask the relative to leave
( KING: 1975)
The majority of employers favour the hiring of a non—relative for
then nepotism is non-existent.
The employment of a relative, when it does happen, is highly
conditional and selective. S.K. Lau, locates some criteria for kin
co-option® Loyalty is important, which 1 S 3r cLTl 0 Q Q T113, t the
kinsman can be counted en. Ability to do the job is important.
Aggressiveness and originality of ideas are important, in order to
face the cut-throat competition. Ability to initiate actions at
the most opportune moments is important (3.K, LAU: 1977) In
addition, the employment of kinsmen is also governed bv a set of
criteria. First priority is given to direct kinsmen and clansmen,
second to people of the same place of origin, speaking the same
dialect and third to remote relatives® Besides, the employer-employee
relationship is rationalized and based on other non-ascriptive grounds
(LAU; 1977).
These studies consistently support the conditional co-option
hypothesis. Being a kinsman is perhaps a necessary but never a
sufficient condition for total absorption and co-option into the
family business® Other pre-requisites are necessary, Parsons and
Yang have categorized Chinese traditional familism as achievement-
particularistic, (PARSONS: 1951? YANG; 59? 64) The ascriptive
aspect of traditional familism in a Hong Kong context is obviously
fading, the achievement aspect looms larger in importance but
particularism is also questioned in a Hong Kong context® As King
pointed out 1
Being a relative is not a determinant factor,
but rather because they are trustworthy, capable
.and responsible®
It is not incorrect to say that these Chinese
small entrepreneurs are more universal!stic than
particularistic-oriented. We may say that they
are no longer kinship-oriented as such
(KING: 1974)
Short-term Aids and Functional Specification
The shift of emphasis from ascription to achievement has been
identified by many writers on ?familism5 in Hong Kong, yet from ray
point of view, they have overlooked an. important aspect in the
interkinsmen relationship, I would consider 'abrupt' change in
attitude towards kinsmen impracticable and unacceptable even from
the actor's point of view. Some normative values (such as the
idealised pattern of cardinal relationships) are still cherished
Deference is still paid to some traditional Chinese values. Abrupt
discontinuity or change in attitudes create psychological dissonance
and social disorganization A certain degree of integration and
harmony between the past and the present, the old and the new are
considered desirable. It is a city that this oroblem of cultural-MmV-
continuity has been over-looked in researches on familism. Attention
is solely centred on utility and efficiency, and psychological
dissonance is ignored
In order to deal with this problem, compromises are mad©,
conditional co-option is one of the solutions to solve the dilemma
without jeopardizing the individual's economic and occupational
interest. Another way to deal with the problem is to take obligations
to kinsmen as short-term, and concern for the welfare and well-being
of relatives as task-oriented Thus, the psychological burden
inherent in such a relationship may be lightened It is still
common among the informants of ray sample to offer or receive
%
short-term aid and otherwise merely to participate in ceremonial
contributions, or to offer material and non-material aids in funerals
and weddings This is more practicable and feasible than accepting
a long-term commitment and offering unconditional support, especially
in situations where one's economic position end occupational security
are threatened®
Functional specification' is another strategy identified to
deal with the problem of ambiguity in fsemantic-stretch' discussed
earlier. Though semantic stretch extends the range and spread of
the kin-based network, yet its looseness in the meaning of the word
'kinsmen' creates problems and discensus about the exact type of
behaviour expected from the kinsmen and the severity of the sanction
that should be imposed on an individual for his inappropriate be¬
haviour o To solve this problem, the appropriateness' of an individual's
behaviour is appraised against the demands of the situation Situa¬
tional demands and. functional specification help to clarify and pin¬
point the exact pattern of behaviour desired, and the type of obliga¬
tions and expectations demanded from the individual• VJithout such
definitional,functional and contextual specification, kinsmen
behaviour is highly unreliable, unpredictable and arbitrary, a
natural outcome of the semantic vagueness and lexical ambiguity of
the word 'kinsmen1
In war d-1 o okin g or Out war d-i o o king
The repertoire of behaviour and strategies discussed above
have modi.fied traditional inter—kin relationships to a. great extent.
Inter-kin relationships or familism no longer synchronize with great
emotional solidarity and a sense of identification and belongingness
This does not mean that modern families are necessarily withdrawn,
isolated and unwilling to interact with the outside world Some kind
i
of interaction still prevails, but it takes the form of short-term
aid and ceremonial'participation rather than long-term unconditional
commitment and support Of course, class differences are still
relevant here. In cases where property is shared, loin members
participate in rent and mortgage, there is an overlapping of economic
and occupational interests, and the kind of kin relationship is much
consolidated by property relations and economic interest. But,
generally speaking, the weakening of emotional solidarity, the lack
of total identification end the lessing of ascriptive-particularistic
character of traditional familism mark the distinctive features of
modern familism (S.K. LAU: 1978)• The dangers of psychological
division, structural fragmentation, interest irrelevance and
geographical dispersion are always there» Thus, modern familism
no longer serves as a safe or reliable shelter to depend on, nor
does it constitute a source of suoport nnchanging with circumstances I
It is thus inevitable that other ways of network—construction and
social integration should be initiated. There is .also the possibility
that the family turns inwards, becoming more privatized and withdrawn.
I shall now turn to these alternatives in the following paragraphs»
The relevance of kin in occupational placement is illustrated
by the fact that only 5 out of 25 interviews mentioned relatives in
the matter of securing jobs, Mr Tam (administrative secretary, 31)
was introduced to his first job as importing clerk by his uncle whose
friend's import-export firm had a vacancy, His uncle was also a
white—collar worker• Mr, Ho (ex—printer? 43) worked in his aunt's
grocery store, but that was a short-term placement only.. he then
became an apprentice in a printing company for over ten years® In.
the cases of Mr« Lee (director and manager, 34) and Mr® Tam, their
business were mainly family business and relatives (mainly close
kinsmen; brothers, uncles, fathers, brother—in—laws) as mentioned,
contributed capital and managerial skills, In the rest of the cases,
the first jobs of the interviewees were secured in various ways,
Mrs® Tee's (personnel manager, 36) was introduced by her headmaster.
Mrs® Liu was informed of the vacancy in a bank by her friend when
she happened to bump in to her in the street. Miss Moore (manager, 34)
was informed of an opening in a firm that might suit her interest by
a careers counseller. Miss Ha's (columist, 53) first job as a teacher,
was suggested by her mother's friend. Miss Vfti's (ex-lecturer, JO)
first job as a demonstrator in the university was recommended by her
department head. In many of the cases, jobs were secured through
formal application after reading a recruitment advertisement, as in
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Miss Leung as educational psychologist), Mr Hong (as production
executive in a factory)s Mr• Tew (as clerk in government department) etc
Except in the case of formal applications, the contact
oersons, in the majority of the cases, were people older and more«U c W Cy J 4.
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counsellor, mother's friend, department head as mentioned) had wider
networks, more occupation information than the job-seekers3 contem¬
poraries whose job-histories were short and network structure nidi-
mentarv and unrepresentative of the occupational structure and thust x—
less useful Older relatives might still function as resourceful
contact persons, considering their network stretch and longer
job-histories, but in my sample, their significance is limited The
explanation is probably to be found in terms of the nature of the first
job Posts like educational psychologists, columnist, senior trust
officer etc are newly evolved posts, the differentiation of the
occupational structure in Hong Kong has'led to their growth and
increase in popularity. The old relatively undifferentiated occupa¬
tional structure in which older relatives9 job choices are restrained
lags far behind the more differentiated one. In cases of rapid
economic growth like that achieved in Hong Kong, the lack of
continuity between the old and the new is more apparent® Older
relatives7 networks, being confined to a few occupational niches
(which might be declining in popularity) are no longer relevant to
the yolinger job-seekers, and so older relatives can hardly function
as effective contact persons, especially in the case where the job
seeker has longer vision and higher aspirations
On being asked what they expect from their children in terms
of occupational choice, some interviewees do not recommend their sons
to follow their own footsteps. This is more obvious in cases of
declining occupational status. Mr, Chiu (Chinese medicine9 proprietor)
recommends his sons to learn technical subjects in the Polytechnic or
technical schools like Morrison Hill; Mr Lo (shoe-making) recommends
his son to be a professional architect Mr Lee (wool retailing)
recommends his son to arm himself with a, particular skill. The members
of the younger generation would also like to pursue occupations very
different from their fathers Miss Leung wants to be an educational
psychologist whereas her father is a civil servant; Mr bong wants to
be a business executive while his father is a blue collar worker;
Mr Yew is an interpreter while his father is a clerk The irrele¬
vance of the father's job to the son's is more acute in Hong Kong
owing to its dramatic economic growth. In the absence of overlapping
of occupational network from his father's, the diversification and
construction of relevant networks, the stretching of network spread
will logically follow. In cases where the job-seeker is more
inward—looking and withdrawn, the acquiring of additional qualifications
and professional training will also help to secure jobs without
relying on network relations. In jobs like translation and I.Q
assessment, which are specialised and technical rather than social
in content, network stretch is less relevant.
The significance of senior and older 3» G Q i-ict Jl n tances as first
job contact persons is valid only in case of low geographical
mobility How can the friends' father or brother form lasting
impressions of the job-seeker if he is geographically mobile?
How can information flow to a sojourner? 'Luck1 and 'chances'
operate in a context. Frequent disruption of network structures
through frequent geographical mobility sacrifices many links and
chains which are vital in connecting one to a different occupational
niche and richer occupational information.
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situation of the vertically upward mobile individual, these contacts
and networks may he of little utility. Miss Ha's case serves to
illustrate the point Miss Ha's first job was a teaching post in a
school. Being university educated, and with a mother who was also
university-educated Miss Ha found her mother's network relevant inw if
her first job placement. Her mother's friend, also university
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The correlation in class, income, outlook, aspiration among their
friends, and acquaintances within and across generations accentuates
their relevance to subsequent job—placement. On the other hand, by
contrast, the vertically-mobile individual has to construct a network
of his own However, education often provides a bridge to the upper
strata, as in the oases of Mrs. Tee and Miss Vfu whose school performance9—
were satisfactory and also were recommended by their headmasters cr
department heads to their new posts.
At this juncture, it is worthwhile to investigate the effect
of father's education, occupation or class background on the son's
occupation. Prom the network relevance perspective, the aforementioned
do have an important part to play especially when the extent of
mobility is small. The outlook and aspir cL tion of father's reference
group and of the sons tend to converge. Their occupational structures
are likely to be correlated. But taking the distinctiveness of Hong
Kong's occupational structure into consideration say, rapid economic
growth, susceptibility to changes in external market), I postulateX..' fi
that discontinuity is bound to occur more and more frequently. Old
trades become obsolete,, Some occupations decline in social status
Old skills are being ousted by new ones• The relevance of a
father's network to his son is much questioned, though his influence
may well affect his outlook and aspirations The class impact
becomes more prominent than occupational impact
Second and Subsequent job Contacts
Second and subsequent job contacts reveal interesting facts
The following job—histories will be closely examined
Miss Moore has a wide variety of interests®
She has gained experiences in public relations
organizing fashion shovxs and working in media®
She has changed a number of lobs ever since her
graduation% from garment manufacturing to per¬
sonnel manager in a hotel and then to director
and manager of a large leather garment company
When asked how she secured her new jobs, she
said people approached her to ask-if she was
interested in the new job offered® If you are
competent; many people will know you and approach,
you directly in ca.se they need a personnel like
y on• She said
Miss Ng graduated from the University of Hong
Kong and went to Canada, furthering studies in
business administration while she also worked
in the Toronto Stoc-k Exchange Her first job
in Hong Kong was as a Senior Trust Officer in
a bank and she later became an assistant company
secretary in one of the biggest corporation in
property dealings. One of her clients in the
banks who was the company secretary of the
corporation5 invited her. In posts of this
kind5 personal contact is more important. Her
client finds Miss Ng's ability, temperament most
congenial to work with.
Miss Ha had been teaching in the States for years.
She studied a Ph. 15 programme at the University
of Hong Kongo She met an ex-columnist from the
South China Morning Post who suggested the news¬
paper company wanted a sinologist who knew both
sides of the world and had a good command of
English. The contact was made with the help of
her colleague.
Mr. Ho had been working in a printing company for
years. The company closed down. He was later
informed of a post in another printing company»
by his friend who was also a printer. He left
two years later when he heard from his friend,
a fireman, that there was a vacancy of a security
guard in a large educational institution. And
he made the application.
Mr. Siu has been a rolling stone for over 20
years. He has been a factory worker in many
kinds of industries but mainly work as
1 saan-kung1 temporary work) or
? tsaap-kung1 odd job worker, general





another. He is now a construction-worker. His
job information is secured through his friends
and neighbours who are also factory workers.
For the rest of the cases, interfirm and intrafirm mobility
are facilitated by the acquiring of additional qualifications as in
the cases of Mr. Yew (from clerk to translator), Mr. Wong (from
executive to middle management), Miss Leung (from teacher to
educational psychologists); or they are secured through commitment,
loyalty and performance as in the cases of Mr. Tim (from executive
to manager and director), Mr. Kwok (from broker to research manager),
Miss Wu (from demonstrator to lecturer), Mr. Yiu (from construction
apprentice to contractor and owner); or achieved through another
route self-employment, establishing one's own business instead of
being employed by others, as in the cases of Mrs. Liu, (wine-merchant),
Mr. Lee (manufacturer) and Mr. Lee (retailor). In other canes,
the job histories are too short to draw generalizations.
Glass Variation
It is interesting to note why in the cases of Miss Moore,
Miss Ha and Miss Ng, some kind of vertical mobility has been achieved,
be it money-wise, status-wise, prestige-wise; whereas in the latter
cases, Mr. Ho and Mr. Siu, mobility is mainly horizontal. (Though
it is still debatable whether a construction worker is vertically or
horizontally mobile in view of the money he earns per day I) Reasons
provided by the vertically mobile interviewees centred round ability,
competence, temperament, commitment and luck. But luck and opportu¬
nities do not operate in a societal vacuum, and a sociological
explanation requires them to be placed at least in the context of
network.
Iii the first three cases, access to people of high occupa¬
tional status and wider ranges of occupational standings is greater
than the latter two. Business meetings, intellectual encounters and
economic transactions expand the individual's network structure.
Work-based network, educational background, occupational standing
put the former three in touch with people of senior, broader and
more representative occupational backgrounds. In the latter two
cases, their networks (friendship-based, neighbour-based, work-based;
are unrepresentative of the general occupational structure. Luck
and chances rarely come to them. This observation chimes with
Granovetter's view (GRANOVETTER: 1974)• Luck and chance operate
in an interpersonal structural context. Glass background affects
the nature of these network structures. The unrepresentativeness in
the occupational structure of the working class limits the range
and variety of information flow to the occupants. Luck and good
opportunities are less likely to come their way.
Variation In a Chinese Context
Of course, this interpretation assumes homogeneity of cla.se
and occupational background within a certain network structure, whiox
may not be true in the Chinese case. Given that interclass interaction
is facilitated by clan associations and familism which cut across
class lines and tend to unify interclass relationship through common
ancestral identification and blood relationship, heterogeneity of
network structure is still possible. Take Mr. Ho's case: his aunt,
is the owner of a grocery store, he has relatives in FrsXiCe, in
Trinidad and in the States running restaurants and occasionally
sending him remittances. The constraints imposed by an unrepreso na¬
tive network structure can be overcome, the break-through is
effectuated through performance, outstanding personal'' educatio'-
competence etc. In traditional China, achievement in examination was
a way to achieve vertical mobility and gain greater acceptance by
kinsmen; in Hong Kong, acceptance takes the form of conditional or
selective co-option. The determining factor as thus seen, still
relies largely on individual assets i loyalty, competence, trust¬
worthiness etc® Homogeneity in clans background in network structures
as assumed by Granovetter is not always true, but in the actual opera,-
ticn of interkinsmen-relationships, it is likely that kinsmen of
similar economic and occupational standing, or similar interests
interact more frequently than kinsmen of diverse socio-economic
background. The weakening of sentimental solidarity, the lessening
of identification with blood ties, together with instrumental
considerations make the class variable a more effective and
determining factor of inter-kin-relationship than the bloodtie
variable. Individual families become more self-serving, if not
more inward—looking and withdrawn.
Strength of Weak Ties; Ascribed network and self-constructed
network
An ascribed network such as the kin-network, if functioning
effectively, may be a necessary but never a sufficient condition for
occupational success. By nature of his background, his father's
occupational success and connections, an individual may get ahead of
his contemporaries. These initial advantages push him ahead. But
circumstances do change, old occupations become obsolete, ascribed
networks lose their relevance. The coming of new crises and new chal¬
lenges require additional supporting network structures. Network
construe .ion is thus in most cases indispensable for vertical mobility
and occupational success.
iri the second and subsequent job contacts, work-based network
friendship-based network, self-constructed network (such as acquain¬
tances made in meetings, 'business encounters and participation in
clubs and social activities..) are more frequently utilised, in
contrast to the heavy reliance on senior and older acquaintance and
kinsmen in first job contacts. A self-constructed network is superior
to an ascribed network in that the network spread is likely to be
more representative of occupational structure and more relevant to
the individual's occupational interest. The importance of
self—constructed network is illustrated as follows:
Mrs. Liu decided to quit the post of manager in a
bank. She was determined to start a business of
her own. Being used to a luxurious way of life,
she spent almost every cent of her salary and had
no money to start a business of her own. But her
father contributed part of the capital requirement
and her previous connection with the bank helped
to smooth the way for additional capita.! loans.
Mr. Lee ran a factory manufacturing plastic con¬
tainers. He had good business when the hairwig
industry was in vogue in the sixties. With the
dramatic dwindling of the hairwig industry, his
prior connections with these factories became
useless for the survival of his packaging industry.
But his previous ales experience helped him in
securing new customers and new industries. His
connection with some import-export agents also
helped. The transition from packaging for hairwig
products to packaging for decorative, clothing and
food products was smoothened. He had ingeniously
averted the risk of diminishing business.
These two cases serve to illustrate the point that work-based
network and self-constructed network are important not only for better
access to information but also for survival in crisis situation®
Network stretch extends the length of antennae to newer possibilities®
It facilitates information flow® It provides a supportive, indispen¬
sable infrastructure vital to the maintainance and advancement of
one's occupational and economic position,, The notion of network
stretch or the thesis of the strength of weak ties (to use Grano-
vetter's terminology) offers a better explanation of occupational
success. Ability, competence, luck as claimed by the interviewers
are undeniably important; but these have to be consolidated and
reinforced by a supporting infrastructure. An individualist,
unwilling to interact, form ties and allign with others is deprived
of a rich source of material, informational and social support vital
for the materialization of individual ambitions®
It is interesting to have a closer look at the other cases
and to realize how ascribed network, achieved network, work-based
network, self-constructed network are fully utilized and established®
Mr. Kwok (community exchange, 31), In our field, 5liu'
meaning to be well-informed, knowledgeable, is very important®
Participation in business meetings, social activities are
important to keep up-to-date and get informed about new
trends® My activity is mainly centred on my colleagues and
people in this trade.
Miss Moore (manager, 34)» 1 have a lot of fkai~ye!
all over the world. They are rich business-men and famour
'Kai-ye' means 'godfather' or fictive 'father'. But in this context,
it refers to a kind of social skill in securing personal relationship• — % - • ' ' '
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designers. When they came to Hong Kong, I gave them
phone calls and have lunch with them. I keep in touch
with them three or four times a year. When they have
new business and new designs, so it's very natural
that they will come to me.
Mr Yiu (contractor, 53), ,!I am almost an orphan,
my father died when I was very young I entered the
•9
construction field as an apprentice But I am frugal
and I saved some money. Because of my good connect!or
with shops selling construction material, I could
borrow material from them without prior payment I
was then able to organise and conduct construction
work on my own, based on a very little amount of
capital
Mr. Lo (manager, 68), The shoe-making business is
declining and we can hardly compete with imported
goods We tried to specialise in the manufacturing
of industrial and military boots and shoes for export
and diversify our markets, Hjy connections with the
Hong Kong Federation of Industries, the Hong Kong
general Chamber of Commerce and the government are
good Sometimes they invite me to give speeches and
voice my views on the prospect of the field Through
the connections I was also able to secure some local
contracts
Mr. Lee (manufacturer, 68), People in our trade
organized many social activities such as Serine: dinner
9'
(), for example. I rarely fail to attend. If I
didn't turn up once I might lose some chance for big
business
MrSo Liu (manager and director, 34)9 in our circle,
participation in social functions are
very important Connections are very important in
the business field. I also joined 2DNTA where I met
a lot of interesting people there.
Miss Ng (company secretary, 34)3 n! like to meet more
people® I am a member of ZOUTA and the Association
for Unive r si ty VIomen• n
Mr So Tee (personnel manager, 36), I was one of the
organizers of the First Hong Kong Festival® My senior
was very impressed by my performance, I could have
chosen to go abroad for better exposure, further
experience and more contacts if it were not for
marriage c on side ration s 51
Occupational Variations
The importance of networks does vary with occupations and
fields® In the business field, networks and connections are matters
of life and death, to perish or to flourish® But variations are
visible as illustrated in the following cases:
In the field of court proceedings interpretation,
the interpreters have a clear and established
avenue for mobility. Interpreters II, mainly
working in district courts will be promoted to
interpreter I and then senior interpreter, The
former works in Supreme Courts and the latter
广!、 I’-V‘ '‘‘V
V' I
is responsible for administration. Turnover is rare,•w
Interpreters became Chinese Language Officers in most
of the case So Interpreters are rather confined within
their circle„ They usually participate in the unions
to fight for rights5 wages and promotion prospect-
information furnished by Mr, Yew (interpreter I, 31)•
in the field of commodity exchange, brokers have no
r
clear established avenue for mobility. Those with
guts and wit and good connections can find a way
for themselves- Mr. Kwok (research manager in
commodity exchange, 31)•
Information concerning the significance of networks to
various professions is scanty. The kind of speculation made here is
that in the case of clearly established avenues for mobility, and
limited interfirm or interfield mobility, (as in court interpreting),
weak ties are less relevant. Qualities like commitment, performance,
professional qualification are more important than network stretch.i
But verification must depend on future researches.
Seniority Variation
In competing for senior posts, networks are very important
as illustrated in Miss Moore and Miss Ng's cases. Asked why the
company secretary of the corporation incessantly persuaded her to
join the company, Miss Ug replied.
You have to understand that senior posts like
this are rarely advertised. People like a congenial
and competent person to work with, someone they can
trust, someone they find compatible with their own
temperaments and tastes. It is natural that personal
contact will be made instead of open recruitment®
The director approached me because she understands
my temperament and character. She has witnessed my
performance in other fields® She values my experiences
and ability. And most important of all, her own
temperament is very close to mine.
As thus seenj contacts bring certainty and make the
individual more versatile. 'The more contacts one has, the more
likely one is to be able to secure reliable personnel. The greater
the network stretch, the greater the range of information and
resources one has access to. One is thus more well-informed, more
uo-to-date5 closer in touch with reality. Chances that the indivi-
dual can survive competition and economic crisis are thus higher.
Though importance of network varies with occupation and seniority
of posts, yet generally speaking, it enhances the individual's
adaptive power, versatility and resourcefulness. Contacts and ties
form a supportive infrastructure which is indespensable for vertical
mobility and survival over crisis situation.
It is interesting to note that the underlying principle
behind the network stretch strategy is not very different from
that of utilitarian familiars, the distinctive feature of which
is highlighted by the adjectives: diffusedness and specificity.
Semantic stretch, fictive kinsmen etc. helped to endow,the indivi¬
dual with a richer stock of personnel and resources, but specificity
crystallized function 'with rationality. Diffusedness and specificity
in utilitarian famiiism are operationally equivalent to versatility
and certainty in network stretch or 'strength of weak ties' (using
Granovetter's terminology).
Kaintairience of Contacts
Asked how contacts are maintained, interviewees tend tc
explain this in terms of personality factors.
They called me 'Wong Tai Shin5
i K a, r r poo T o rn
ready to grant what they wai , 'yan-kau pit—yina1)
It's very natural that they'll come to mo15 I give them
phone calls occasionally and sometimes have lunch with them.
They like me because I can converse with them in technical
matters as well as in social and personal matter. Miss
Moore said
Business meetings, social activities and participation in
clubs also help to renew weak ties, just as participation in wedding
or funerals, ad hoc aids help to and revitalise kin ties.
The interesting thing about weak ties is that though the
range has been broadened, the length of the chains has been shortened.
Contact persons in most cases know the individual personally. This
is very different from the case of utilitarian familism in which.even
a remote or distant blood relationship can tie long chains of 'kinsmen'
into relatedness.
Weak ties are also superior to kin ties. Weak ties are
matters of come-and-go, make—and-break. They are ad hoc, task-oriented,
interest-oriented. Weak ties respondents are not likely to be under
any particular pressure (GRANOVETTSR: 1974? 52)? whereas in loin ties
relationships, pressure from kinsmen is inevitable. Efficiency is
hampered by sentimental considerations. An overlap between the senti¬
ment network and the interest network may serve to consolidate
positions but very often flexibility and versatility are sacrificed.
Wong Tai Shin is the name of a deity popular in Hong Kong for his




Utilitarian concerns strain the sentimental relationship. The risks
that can be taken are much more limited.
Weakness of Strong Ties
Strong ties reinforce solidarity but introduce rigidity.
Sentimental considerations limit the chances of taking risks. Strong
ties are less flexible and malleable. Confinement to strong tie
interaction5 though it strengthens emotional soliderity and identifi¬
cation, yet it limits the range and the novelty of information flows.
Weak ties have the merit of enlarging the touching points. They serve
as 'bridges8 linking up a variety and diversity of network clusters.
They are facilitators of information flow and also contribute to
intergroup cohesion. According to Pouche,
Macro integration can be based on weak ties which permit
periodic transmissions of information among groups, while
micro integration is based on a cohesive set of strong ties
which permit regular transmissions within groups. (POUCHE t 1980)
Strong ties, though they contribute to intra-group cohesion
are often constrained by the group norms and interests. They are less
flexible, versatile, and adaptable to changing circumstances. In a
study of netvork constraints, Pouche argued that situational variations
can make older networks irrelevant, The problem of transfer of former
network to new situations is acute, especially in cases where the
imposition of demands by collective makes changes more difficult.
The incompatibility of different types of network creates tensions
which are a result of inappropriateness of old network in other
relational contexts. (POUCHE: 1980) Mr. Yiu's experience of down¬
ward mobility illustrates the point,
In the late sixties, my business was in trouble, prices of
construction material soared up, I have difficulty in
securing loans from the 'bank 'because I have no mortgage
at hand« In order to have more liquidity capital to
pay my workers, I have no other alternative but to sell
the machineries and goods in stock, This move was notI
taken because I encountered great opposition from my
brother-in-law. My business finally collapsed at the end
of the sixties,'
The reluctance to liquidate assets to cope with changing
circumstances deprived Mr. Yiu of an effective way of dealing with
the crisis situation• He accounted for his failure in terms of his
indecisireness and the constraints imposed on him by his brother-in-
law.
Hifficulties of Network Stretch: Class and Occupational Variation
In contrast to the other interviewees who have business
connections, Mr. Yiu has relatively fewer connections outside
his circle. He was unwilling to borrow, from banks claiming that
contracting was different from property—dealings, he could not
afford to offer mortgage. His social participation was mainly
confined to contractors and construction workers. When asked about
his leisure activities, he said he did not have any because he worked
from morning to night. He could not afford to spare the time for
leisure activities, not even watching television, His success
(before the late sixties business failing) was mainly due to his
hard-working, thrifty and responsible personality. So he was able
to work his way up from apprentice to contractor and manager. He
sacrificed a lot of social pleasures to pay for his success.
According to him, many construction workers have irregular working
hours. This social circle is also confined to the construction
workers. Irregular working hour has disrupted many of their normal
social interactions and connections. Many of them drank, mixed with
prostitues and remained single even at the age of 40'
My interview with Mr. Siu (construction worker, 40) supplied
similar data. Mr. Siu was free on Tuesday, the day of the interview.
Asked why he was available, he said the paints had been used up.
While waiting for the new inputs, he was off duty. He said it was
usual for him to work irregular hours as well when the materials
arrived. Mr. Siu was still single at the age of forty.
This raises the problem of the difficulty of establishing
weak ties in some occupations and among the working class or minorit
groups. Intensity of interaction takes place at the expense of
limiting the range and scope of network stretch. The overlapping
of friendship circles is a damper on the multiplier effect inherent
in weak ties. (GRAHGVETTGR: 1974) ds a result, the pattern of
sociability among working class or minority groups is more withdrawn
and confined to people of similar class arid occupational background.
They are unable to integrate into the larger society. According to
Granovetter,
Blacks are at a disadvantage in using informal channels
of job information not because they have failed to deve¬
lop an informal structure suitable to the need, but
because they are presently under-represented in the
structure of employment itself.
Goldthorpe also considers that over-time work and shifts
disrupted the social relationships of the working class. This
together with their very limited associational attachments makes the
working class more inward-looking, more withdrawn and more family-centred.
(GGLDTHORPK: 1971)
Such inward—1coking, self-withdrawn behaviour is also noted
by Elizabeth Bott.
Small size1 high density and multiplexity of network of
new immigrants blocked their absorption into the main
stream of urban life, (BOTT i 1957)
In short? intensity of interaction within the group or
the class replaces the extensive pattern of sociability common




This chapter attempts to look at occupational mobility from an
eiementarist's point of view® (MARTINDALE: 1969) This means that the
structure is undermined, the array of human relationship in which the
job-seeker is embedded in (as depicted in Chapter II) is slighted.
What comes to the focus is the individual, as actor, as doer, consciously
constructing his line of action and shaping his future® The strategies
devised by the actor, and interpretations defined by the doer will be
closely examined® A 'verstehen' approach is adopted® Such volunta-
ristic and creative conception of man is necessary to complement the
more deterministic structural position in which the grip of the struc¬
ture over the individual has underscored the individual's propensity
to innovate and to circumvent constraints0
This elementarist's perspective contrasts sharply with the
holist's position, and inclines to be conceptually and methodologically
individualistic® Such line ox approach thus requires justification,
especially in a Chinese context® As a harmony-oriented race, Chinese
are concerned with human relationship® The concern for harmony with
man, harmony with the past and the future mark the distinctive feature
of the Chinese society® Chinese have been described as one of the
holistic races in the world® But how far this is true in a Hong Kong
context is much questioned. According to Shively (SHIVELY: 1972)?
the word 1Chineseness1 circumscribes a whole repertoire of behaviour
and beliefs about man's nature, the relation of man to nature, the
temporal focus of human li;', the modality of human activity and the
modality of man's relationship to other men® Chinese accept that human
nature is both good and evil; Yin and Yang achieve harmonious unity.
Chinese are concerned with interpersonal relationships; the five car¬
dinal relations are to order human relationships. Chinese are also
history-minded. But in a Hong Kong context, these traditionally held
values undergo changes.
As Shively observed,
... fleeing from communist government in China, brought with
them to this place their own notions about life, their place
in the world, and their own life styles« Chinese brought with
them a specific culture whose basic outlines of the fundamental
values, existential propositions and basic abstractions was
peculiarly their own. (SHIVELY: 1972)
The change that Shively observed is towards greater indivi¬
dualism. The shift of emphasis from being to doing, the stress on
mastery over nature, the belief in achievement and that society
organises on individual rather than lineal lines, mark the distinc¬
tive features of value premises held in Hong Kong.
Similarly, Abbot has noted changes of an equivalent kind.
Traditional Chinese are more self-restrained, less extroverted. They
are sensitive to the opinion of others and devalue individually-
oriented action. Their mode of perception is characterised by the
emphasis on wholes more than the parts, on form, propriety, order
and the use of wholes and perspectives. In contrast, in the course
of modernisation, new modes of behaviour have evolved,
... Chinese is more outgoing, individualistic, flexible,
achievement-oriented, quite sure of himself and a little
oblivious to society's patterns although he is keenly aware
of the intentions of others as individuals. He is goal-
oriented though not aggressively so and cares little for
the opinions of society at large. (ABBOT: 1970)
Moore, in his analysis of the impact of industrialisation on
human behaviour also voices similar opinions; he specifies the changing
relationships among kinsmen and the emergence of individualism in
industrialised society in general,
Mobility in geography, involves a concomitant physical sepa-
ration of kinsmen It is also social, thus involving the sepa-
ration of kinsmen in social status and styles of life
(MOORE: 1965: 86)
As the social transformations accompanying economic moderni-
sation proceed, many kinship relations become permissive rather
than obligatory, and the number of situations in which they are
at all relevant decreases (MOORE: 1965:87)
Thus, Moore predicts that as mobility increases, people become
more concerned about the power over the course of their life They
tried to view themselves as doers and are less family-oriented
(MOORE: 1965: 23)
In this chapter, such 'actor or doer1 conceptions of man will
be examined more closely0 Subjectivity, value-orientation, perception
of the situation and choices made by the individual will be scrutinised
in greater details Here, then, a voluntaristic, creative, innovative
conception of man is assumed Such assumption is justified on the
grounds that a new constellation of social,- political, historical fac¬
tors has disrupted the long adhered to holistic conception of time and
society Man, though cognitively fragmented, temporally dislocated,
still functions effectively as an innovative, creative being, as we
shall see in the following discourse
Marginal!tv and Asset-Consciousness
The underplaying of the structure, according to my observation,
is most acute in situations where the individual is only loosely inte¬
grated into the social system, as, for example, in the case of marginal
men, sojourners and nlone wolves® Instead of being situated in the
centre of a circle, they are situated at the intersection point of a
number of circles® Thus, on the one hand, being endowed with assets
from more than one set of relationships, they can alternate their lines
of action in more various ways than those who are fully integrated into
the system, and on the other hand, being at the same time detached from
these circles, they can slight the normative and structural constraints
at least to a certain extent® The mixture of involvement and detach¬
ment makes them accessible to both insider's and outsider's viewpoints,
and gives them potentially a rich set of resources from the best of
their worlds (though of course, laying them open also to the worst of
these worlds)® Their incomplete identification with any of their worlds
qualifies them to be more objective observers and more sober critiques
of the situation, and thus, may enable them to be more clear-sighted and
perceptive of new circumstances. Very often, such people prove to be
the survivors in crisis situations®
Such an optimistic and positive assessment of the marginal man
is inspired by the success stories of a number of my interviewees® Mar-
ginality or detachment does not impoverish them or alienate them® On
the contrary, they take full advantage of them. Their loose position
in the kinds of network structure depicted in Chapter II does not bring
them disadvantages for raarginality without isolation or estrangement
can be turned into a positive asset leading to great occupational suc¬
cess and achievement, as illustrated in the following cases.
An Eurasian Case
Miss Moore, a successful career woman, heading and managing
four shops, three manufacturing business and at present the director
and manager of one of the largest garment companies in Hong Kong, is
the eldest daughter of a British father and a Chinese mother, whose
marriage took place in China® She speaks perfect Cantonese and English
and looks more British than Chinese in appearance® Being upwardly mo¬
bile, she does not show a distaste for the technical® Such a unique
background together with her wide range of experience (in public re¬
lations, in the media, in fashion shows, etc) together with her out¬
going, aggressive personality has made her one of the most versatile
woman in the garment field®
5,This world abounds with persons who know either the very top
managerial and business skills or the very low manual and tech¬
nical skills® But to be knowledgeable and competent in both is
rare® I made clothes myself, 1 read and I am conversant with
technical jargon® Designers can communicate with me® I can
teach my tailors about the most up-to-date trends too® 1 can
check the workers mistakes® They cairmot escape my scrutiny®
Such a person is rare«, I am hardly displaceable J'
With the tailors and workers, I speak Cantonese, with the
business men and management, I speak in English® I am both
Chinese and British linguistically and I am both in blood®
I am always 1 relevant to people, even with the most diverse
tastes.
With the Japanese, I use my English name because it makes
things smoother. The Japanese respect foreigners® But with
the workers, I am 'mor-siu-tsz'( J) and my 9Chineseness'
is little different from theirs.
I like to recruit salesgirls from resettlement areas. I also
like to co-opt and buy factories whose businesses are on the
point of collapse» They vill be loyal to me and under my con¬
trol. But the salesgirls must he pretty, and the tailors must
be dexterous in their tailoring skills!
(Informant: Miss Moore, 3)
Well situated in the intersection point of two circles, Miss
Moore has the best of the two worlds; the Chinese assets, the British
assets; the strengthes of the high, the strengthes of the low, and,
most important of all, her consciousness of these assets has made her
well-stocked with resources and give her the ability to construe her
actions purposively according to her needs and the demands of the si¬
tuation® The limitations of being a marginal person do exist, but
they are underplayed. The positive side of the matter is exaggerated
and well'-manipulated. Her success is not unrelated to her own aware¬
ness of her distinctiveness and her strongly positive evaluation of
her unique attributes.
The Case of An Orphan
We have already remarked that wax, political upheaval and mi¬
gration have disrupted kin network structures and made them fragmentary,
incomplete and vith missing elements. The situation is even more acute
in the case of an orphan.
Both Mr. Yiu's parents and his siblings died during the wax.
He has no relative in Hong Kong. He has no other alternatives but to
find a way out himself. Leaving his place of origin at eight, the time
when his siblings died in the war, he came to Hong Kong and started as
an apprentice in the construction field. Being thrifty, hardworking
and responsible, he saved some money. Instead of becoming a construc¬
tion worker for the rest of his life, he started co-ordinating cons¬
truction works himself, using the meagre amount of capital he had at
his disposal. His trustworthy personality helped him to secure a num¬
ber of connections. Builders merchants were ready to offer him cons¬
truction materials without pre-payment in cash. He actively secured
the loyalty of workers by personal encouragement and often gave them
beer after a hard day's work. He later became the head of a construc¬
tion company, responsible for some Government projects and even the
construction of some low cost housing estates.
I started off as an apprentice, the daily wage was very low,
ranging from ninety cents to two dollar fifty, depending on
the nature of the work® I am frugal, I have no other vorldly
pleasures, I don't drink, or smoke, or go to prostitutes which
are common vices in our field. People trust me. I have never
been employed by others, I started co-ordinating construction
%
works on my own. People come to me because I am more reliable,
efficient and never breach my promises.
I have good connections with the agents selling construction
materials. With the little amount of capital I have, I cannot
afford prepayment. But after I have finished a project, I re¬
turned the money to them immediately. They trust my personality.
(informant: Mr. Yiu, 53)
Mr. Yiu's success story is straightforward but quite unusual:
from apprentice to co-ordinator of projects and then to contractor and
director of a company responsible for so many important projects.- The
drive to survive and then to excel have propelled him into making the
best of all he has•Hard work, discipline, good character, good organi¬
sation power and good connections pave way for his success. Drive and
personality factors mark the essence of his achievement,.
The Case of A Soiourner
Innovation and creativity are not just confined to the business
or industrial circles® They are valued in all aspects of life, for cul¬
tural enrichment and diversification® Hiss Ha serves to illustrate how
her awareness and evaluation of her distinctiveness helped her to make
unique contributions®
Being born in China in an upper-class family (her father was
China's most outstanding nuclear physicist during the War period), she
went to the United States at the age of sixteen where she completed
her university education® She has travelled a great deal together
with her husband who is a banker and has wide international business
connections® Just for that reason, she came to Hong Kong where she
studied a PhG D programme and took up some teaching workloads. She is
quite distinctive in the sense that she is- well-versed in European his¬
tory, she is a sinologist, she is conversant on a number of topics and
is capable of explaining that in layman's term® When an English langu¬
age newspaper wanted to start a column, she was exactly the type of per¬
son they were looking for.
They wanted to know how a Chinese feels on certain issues.
The writing has to be informative and entertaining. There
are many Chinese in Hong Kong, but not many of them really
understand the west well enough to be able to air their views
on them clearly enough.
Furthermore, to have ideas is one thing, but to be able to
write in idiomatic expression, western terminology and layman's
terms is another.
r'I travel to China quite often® I speak mandarin (I have not
forgotten my language ever since my migration). I feel that
my values are quite different® I have some insights that both
sides don't havel
The columnist they want is preferred to be attached to an aca¬
demic institution, a historian and a Chinese, well-versed in
European history® It's very natural that they'll approach me.
(informant: Miss Ha, 53)
With these distinctiveness in mind, Miss Ha can thus operate
effectively on different sides of the worlds the east and the west,
the academic and the laymen, the involved and the detached, the insider
and the outsider's point of view® It is thus natural that she could
initiate new ideas and insights, sharp and observant in the eyes of
the Chinese and comprehensible and intelligible in the eyes of her
English readers®
The Case of a French-wine Merchant
Marginal man, as explained earlier, can have the best of two
(or even more) worlds. He can have access to the resources in both,
and utilize them to the best of his advantage. The marginal man is
resourceful, versatile and often indisplaceable. The indispensability
of the marginal man is even more acute in cases where the two worlds
rarely intersect. In such circumstances, 'marginal man' can become an
indispensable middleman or a vital link connecting the two distinct
worlds, or a kind of cultural broker, using A. Mayer's terminology.
This situation is illustrated by the case of a French-vine merchant.
Mrs• Liu graduated from the university of Hong Kong where she
studied French in her undergraduate years. She was later granted a
scholarship to go to France and further her studies there. When she
was back in Hong Kong, she applied for a job in a French bank. It
happened that the Frenchman interviewing her also spoke mandarin. This
intrigued her and she decided to stay in the bank.
She later started a business of her own. Her love for the
luxurious way of life inspired her to run a business on the wholesaling
and retailing of wines and cognacs. She even decided to organise a
club for wine lovers and taught people how to taste wine.
She found her knowledge of French an advantage in her business.
She has to travel often, and has to interact frequently with French-
wine suppliers and make shipping arrangements. The French are usually
not very good at other languages. She is thus one of the very few
Chinese business women who can operate effectively in both the Franco¬
phone and Anglophone worlds.
Knowledge of French helped her to become a middleman. Igno¬
rance of other languages on the part of her French contacts turns her
into an indispensable link connecting them to the non-French speaking
community. And transactions are facilitated by the presence of such
a 'middle-man1.
The Case of a Salesman-turned Entrepreneur
Mr. Lee has tried his hand in a number of trades. He has failed
in many cases and made little progress in others. Later, he became a
salesman. He often stresses that he is 'OUT' in the world while many
people are 'IN', who were contented with their limited desires and nar¬
row range of visions. For example:
I am 7out1 in the world, 1 have seen too many faces of this
society. I have witnessed too many successes and failures
I am aware of too many opportunities and constraints But
those people who confine themselves to their 7work have no
such vision nor awareness of the vast possiblities and oppor¬
tunities that exist.
Even if there is 'gold on the street5, these people won't pick
it up© Vision, they have none, and even worse, they have no
desire nor 'guts' either. They are so easily constrained within
their parochial concernsI
I am different, I know there are alternatives and opportunities,
I am aware of the hardship, 1 must find a way out with my
wit, my will and my first!
(Informant: Mr. Lee, 68)
He has vision and he is aware of the possiblities that are open
to him® At one time (in the sixties), he established a business of his
own: manufacturing plastic containers for hairwig products, but with
the collapse of the hairwig industry, he was about to be hard hit by
the dramatic falling off in demand. His sales experience saved him in
this crisis. With his previous connections and awareness of other pos¬
sibilities, he was able to secure new business contracts: packaging for
food, clothing and ornamental products instead.
Such awareness of new possibilities and the belief in its exis¬
tence helped him to survive the crisis. He is flexible, adaptable, ver¬
satile and resilient the basis of his success and its perpetuation.
Marginal!ty and Enterpreneurship: A Psychological Explanation
The interesting point common to all the above five cases is
that assets inherent in the occupancy of a marginal position are posi¬
tively evaluated. To be an Eurasian means to have the best of both
worlds; to be an orphan means a determination to strike onefs way out,
an independence and toughness of mind and soul essential for launching
any daring undertakings; to be a sojourner sharpens one's vision and
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perceptiveness; to be a French-speaker qualifies one to be a middle¬
man between French and the non-French speaking worlds; to be a sales¬
man makes one aware of the vast possibilities out in the world unknown
to the 'insiders' and the 'parochials'.
Such positive evaluation and utilization of one's distinctive¬
ness are common in the literature on enterpreneurship. This is even
more apparent in literature favoring a psychological explanation of
enterpreneurship. McCleland, in accounting for the prosperity and
rapid growth of post-war Germany, explained the phenomenon in terms
of the absent-father thesis. The second-generation, brought up in
such a situation, were more independent and innovative than the first,
because they had been spared a kind of socialization which valued dis¬
cipline and conformity at the expense of sacrificing independence of
mind and spirit (McCleland: 1961). Similarly, Hagen's ideas of 'sta¬
tus deprivation', 'status anxiety', 5withdrawal of status respect' all
serve as necessary psychological bases in the building of enterpreneu-
rial types of personality. It is argued that because these people have
experienced the lowest of the low, the humblest of the humble, they are
therefore more ready to take risks. They may also be ready to enter
into remunerative but stigmatized ventures such as trafficking in opium.
'Withdrawal of status respect' is a kind of downward mobility. To the
downwardly mobile, it is just natural to say: I have been rich, I have
been poor; but I think rich is better!
The same positive evaluation holds true for uprooting, transi¬
ency and spoiled identity0 Some writers (KELLER: 1975? PAUL SIN: 1952;
GOFFMAN: 1968) have identified certain positive aspects of these expe-
rienceso The suppressed psychic energy of a psychologically impoverished
person can be turned outward, in a positive, constructive direction®
Thus the psychological frustrations can serve not to destroy but to
strengthen the individual's EGO, thoughen his will and prepare him for
more enterprising undertakings®
On the other hand, looking at the problem from another perspec¬
tive, the optimism may not be well-grounded. Having an. absent father
or being an orphan can be psychologically damaging. Broken homes are
breeding grounds for delinquency® Uprooting is a cause of social dis¬
integration, and socio-cultural disruption. Marginality is a source
of anomie, isolation and social estrangement! It is thus debatable
whether all Eurasians, orphans and uprooted migrants are equally enter¬
prising and successful. In some cases, the injury done has a detrimental
»
impact on the person's subsequent occupational achievement® Marginality
and psychology alone do not provide all the explanations® Other concomi¬
tant factors such as supportive primary relationships (especially in the
formative years of child development), personality factors etc® are nee-
cessary to round off the picture®
As explained earlier, this chapter attempts to analyse the pro¬
blem from the actor's, the doer's, the individual's point of view® The
individual's subjective evaluation of himself and his situation become
our paramount concern. It is not important whether these subjective
evaluations are objectively grounded or not, or whether the individual
ia stable and psychologically sound. His definition of the situation
is decisive. His self-conception, his outlook, his self-confidence are
crucial. They vill dictate his action effectively, independent of whe¬
ther or not they are in conformity vith the reality. As Thomas states,
If men define situations as real, they are real in their consequences®'?
(THOMAS: 1928) A person's subjective perception of the situation and
his subsequent plans of action are often related to one smother.
Taking the subjective perception of reality (if not self-decep¬
tion) as legitimate, Hong Kong citizens are perhaps among the most inno¬
vative and enterpreneurial people in the world0 Perhaps this is because
they have witnessed the worst of evils: 'withdrawal of status respect',
in the Hagenean sense, (HAGEN: 190+) 'uprooting' in the Kellerian
sense, (KELLER: 1975) 'sojourning' in the Sinian sense, (P. SIN: 1958)
'spoiled identity' in the Goffmanean sense (GOFFMAN: 1968)5 and thus
they are more ready to innovate, to take risks, to construe the best
from both worlds® Schumpeter3s idea of new combinations, new coalitions,
(SCHUMPETER: 1952) McCleland's idea of an achievement syndrome (MC-
CLELAND: 1961) are highly relevant to the Hong Kong context. People
in Hong Kong are often unaffected by the worst of the two worlds but
they can crystallize the best from these tvo worlds.
A Structural Explantion
Psychological explanations of enterpreneurship have been chal¬
lenged by Epstein (EPSTEIN: 196k), Charles Erasmus (ERASMUS: 1962),
Kasdan (KASDAN: 1965)9 kinder (HINDER: 1959) and enterpreneurship and
innovative activities have been increasingly viewed in a structural so¬
cial context as in Burt (BURT: 1980) and Caneian (CANCIAN: 196?) etc.
Erasmus, in his critique of McCleland's idea of an achievement syndrome
has made it explicit that institutional or sociological explanations
are to be preferred to psychological ones (ERASMUS: 1962: 62+)» His
argument agrees with Kasdan's view that intelligence and energy are
inadequate explanations of enterpreneurship, studies of enterpreneur-
ship, studies of enterpreneurship should stress its social rather than
its psychological corollaries.
Utilizing the idea of differential rights to inheritance of
family property and the idea of selective migration, Kasdan explains
why Basques who are non-heirs are highly biased in the direction of
enterpreneurial personality types.
The (heirs) inherit their statuses and have only to be trained
to play a well defined traditional role Non-heirs, on the
other hand, must choose among a large number of alternatives
and have no way of predicting the outcome of their choices«»
Thus most non-heirs are forced into situations which give
status for achievement on the basis of individual initiative.15
(KASDAN: 1965)
Similar views have also been expressed in explaining why the second
sons of the Japanese family are more enterpreneurial and enterprising
than their siblings (LEVY: 1955) The idea of differential rights to
the inheritance of family property is also applied.
Though the relevance of this concept to the Hong Kong situation
is debatable, yet migration, war and social upheaval have certainly
caused disruption in Chinese families and confusion in the distribution
and allocation of family property among the family members. Those who
have chosen 1 selective' migration are perhaps more enterpreneurial, as
in the case of Shanghainese in Hong Kong postulated in Wong's thesis
(WONG: 1979)i but the application of this approach to the majority of
people who came here as a result of unselective migration is dubious.
Binder's idea of 'status gap' offers another enlightening ac¬
count for the rise of enterpreneurial middlemen. He points out that
in a society where there is a sharp demarcation between superior and
subordinate social strata, a middle stratum is likely to be created.
This is because the upper class want to keep a distance from the lower
class. It is argued that members of the middle class, being marginal
to the social set-up, find that their occupancy of the middle position
is functional. But often these people are seen as immediate exploiters
of the lower classes. This situation is more apparent in peasant-feudal
type of societies; colonial, plural societies are additional historical
cases. (KINDER: 1959)
The underlying logic behind the 'status gap' argument is closely
related to my idea of 'marginality1 as postulated in the earlier part of
this chapter® In situations where the two worlds rarely overlap, a link¬
ing pin is indispensable for the integration of the two distinct sub¬
systems. The existence of a middleman facilitates communication, ef¬
fectuates transactions, social integration aid exchange between the two
subsystems or strata® The gaps that exist in such a structural set-up
create new avenues for social- mobility, and specially benefit those who
can have the best from the two worlds. Miss Moore's case is an illu¬
stration® Miss Ha's case is another. And the French wine merchant is
a third.
The use of 'status gaps5 as avenues for mobility is a commonly
adopted strategy. The Chinese success in Southeast Asian countries
owes much to their occupancy of strategic but indisplaceable positions:
as a commercial middle stratum linking the administrative elites at the
top vith the peasants and commoners at the bottom. The sharp demarca¬
tion between these two strata vas very obvious in the case of Cambodia
before the sixties where the right to land ownership was in the hands
of the Crown and land sales were virtually forbidden. Vocational sepa¬
ration made each party functional and indispensable to the other one.
It minimized conflict and provided avenues for mobility for those who
had the vision and clear-sightedness to locate and fill in these gaps
in relation to their own personal attributes and distinctiveness,
(WILLMOTT: 1967)
The use of 'status Gaps' as a strategy for mobility is also
adopted in Hong Kong® As Lethbridge has pointed out,
When (Chinese) migrated to Hong Kong, they moved into an area
in which some Chinese social institutions, such as the tradi¬
tional examination system, had little significancec They had
to develop new patterns of social mobility so that achievement
could be symbolised, or expressed in ways understood both by
Chinese and Europeans..... Chinese were forced to innovate,
or at least to find ways for circumventing, modifying or com¬
plementing the structure of social control that European offi¬
cials set up by ordinance.
The incorporation by rich Chinese businessmen into the Legco,
Exco, Po Leung, Tung Wah, District Watch Committee created a situation
of mutual benefit and symbiotic co-existence in which the interests of
both the parties concerned were simultaneously served® This newly co-
opted stratum of elites had the 'best' from both worlds. On the one
hand, their good command of English, their business interests, their
cosmopolitan outlook helped them to integrate into the governing stra¬
tum; 011 the other hand, their 'Chineseness', good education, 'public
spirit' and civic virtues qualified them to speak for the Chinese com¬
munity. Such 'indirect rule' as Lethbridge terms it, or 'Synarchy' as
King terms it (as 'administrative absorption' as they both term it),
is a showcase of the ingenious manipulation of the 'status gap' strategy
to effectuate social climbing.
It is interesting to note that some of the successful Chinese
identified (especially in the early history of Hong Kong) were status
gap fillers or marginal men in one way or another. Many were business¬
men with wide international connections. A majority of them received
their education abroad, had a good command of English and were very
cosmopolitan in their outlook. The published bibliographical accounts
seem to illustrate this common pattern( WOO: 1937) Their
mobility paths showed a common pattern: business ventures, foreign
education, co-option into governmental committees, directorates in a
umber of commercial, financial or industrial enterprises, and as chair¬
men or committee members of a number of social, educational, ve If are
institutions or advisory committees®
Putting the normative evaluation of this state of affairs aside,
I am much impressed by the ingenious ways individuals can devise to turn
every personal attribute and structural variant into a personal advan¬
tage. Being treated unequally as in the case of Basque, non-heirs can
be an asset, a first step to future success. Being torn between two
worlds as in the case of a marginal mar. can be en asset, because one
has the best of two worlds and can evade the worst from the two worlds®
Being thrown into a dual society can be an asset, because a virgin land
untrodden by either side of the dual society is waiting for one to ex¬
plore. Such positive evaluations of personal attributes and situational
opportunities, make life seem filled with hope and promises. The past,
though set amidst thorns and prickles, paves the way for a better future.
Yesterday's failings mean tomorrow's successes. The individual is no
longer a victim of circumstances. With a sharp perception of reality,
a positive evaluation of one's personal and situational attributes, and
a wise manipulation of them, the individual becomes the master of his
own fate, steering himself along the most opportune path open to him.
Whether such 'subjectivity' is justified on objective grounds
remains to be examined in greater detail later in this chapter, but,
as pointed out at the very beginning, it is my intention at this stage
of my argument to give the actor's or doer's point of view all due res¬
pect, and grant the voluntaristic conception cf man full legitimacy.
Given the socio-economic constraints imposed on him, it is interesting
to note how an individual perceives his chances and choices, and devises
ways of circumventing them. Such information, as disclosed by my in¬
formants, can offer us great insights into the many ingenious v;ays in
which an individual can construe his future and his success.
Beyong Economic Determinism: Ways of Circumventing Constraints
Economic Depression has always been associated with the worst
of connotations: unemployment, thwarted ambitions, and shrinking oppor¬
tunities• However, as perceived by my interviewees, although difficul¬
ties do exist, they are not insurmountable. At the macro level, some
kinds of constraints are apparent, but on the micro level, circumven¬
tion is not impossible. This is because a certain kind of constraint
often has differential impacts on different sectors of the economy.
While some sectors may be hard hit by these changes, others may be
spared the blow. Furthermore, if one bothers to adopt a longer time
perspective, occasional fluctuations may be seen as helping to effectu¬
ate adjustment in the long runc Besides, this world is never a closed
system; there are always new possibilities opening, new horizons to be
explored® The sharp and the perceptive have the clear-sightedness to
locate the problem and devise the right line of action appropriate to
the situation® New combinations of assets, new alignments of variants,
are always possible——- or so it seems to my interviewees.
This does not mean that they are no longer cognizant of dif¬
ficulties, but that they feel they can ba circumvented and controlled
if not overmastered.
In other words, the majority of my interviewees are reluctant
to pass a sweeping generalization predicting the doom of the economy,
or a dismal view of the future. When asked about their views on eco¬
nomic depression, they often furnish answers like it is v- y difficult
to say, I am both an optimist and a pessimist, chances are always
there, it all depends on how good you are in making choices, economic
depression sometimes brings benefits to this particular sector, you
cannot generalise like that, and again it is very difficult to say
Thus questions asking for general predictions about the economy are to
them foolish, ignorant, sweeping, if not redundant Being used to look
at reality in the most sensitive and perceptive way, they have their
eyes fixed even on the slightest variation in the environment Their
heightened sensitivity helps them to see changes in the microsystem,
while still being cognizant of macro trends,, This divergence in the
level of focus is what I discovered to be one of the significant fea¬
tures I had often overlooked, and it goes far to explain my interviewees'
adaptability, efficiency and resilience Some cases may help to illu¬
strate the point:
Micro Variations and. Macro Trends
Mr Yiu made it explicit that economic depression brought him
more benefits than economic boom He insisted on the need to
differentiate between real estate transactions and construction
undertakings® The former benefited from soaring property prices,
the latter suffered from them because construction materials,
workers1 vages would all be pushed up A tight labour market
also made recruitment difficult® But the situation was turned
in times of economic depression when the factor markets operated
in the contractor's favor. Thus work in the construction field
thrived in times of economic depression.
He also expressed his optimism about this field even at this
present time when the Hong Kong economy is over-heated„ The
macro-trend, as he perceived it, was that the demand for houses
would continue to rise. This field has a very promising future.
But he reiterated that one had to be more careful in 1tau-piu'
I‘'
( ，( ‘义卜) 、. ， bid, tender) and choose a line of specialization
commensurate with the firms capacity.
Mr, Yim, when asked of his views on economic depression
and its impact on his food manufacturing enterprise, did not
consider my problem very significant® His reason was linked
with the nature of his products. His company manufactured food
products, oil, detergents, soaps, etc. The demand was rather
inelastic as they vere daily necessities. Seasonal variations
did exist. For example, the demand for detergents decreased
in winter while it increased again in summer. There were pro¬
duct life cycles too, Coarse soaps vere no longer popular now.
People preferred more refined products• The interesting thing
was that the two expansion plans of his company vere implemented
in periods when Hong Kong was immersed in troubles of a certain
kind. In 196? (the year of the riot), Mr. Yim initiated the
mass purchase of inputs. In 1972 (the year before the Hang
Seng share debacle), the company went public and expanded the
factory in a new industrial site. These decisions were to him
well-timed decisions.
He also made it explicit that fluctuations in the Hong
Kong economy had not had much impact on his business because
it was mainly manufacturing daily necessities. Sectoral vari¬
ations did exist. For example, household sales increased while
Government projects are divided into five types, such as
building of housing estates, construction of roads, flyovers
to the levelling of hills.
restaurants sales decreased during recession time, as more-
people preferred to save than to dine out in restaurants. Ad¬
justments have to be made with respect to these micro variations.
Time PerspectiveH.imvnaramaa—nga-iaJH)MkzXMKjtnrvaB£K»t-
Pessimism, according to Mr« Kwok (research manager, 3')
was related to a short time-perspective, and thus an incapability
to tolerate seasonal fluctuations and failings which would then
be the sources of psychic distress• Taking a longer time pers¬
pective, one had to learn to make critical decisions and initi¬
ate appropriate actions. If it happened that he failed this
time, never look back, never regret„ In the long run, he was
bound to progress. This vas the psychological weapon he himself
adopted to survive the many ups and downs of the economy, and
it still remains critical in making his decisions and in making
him responsible for his action and optimistic about his future I
New Possibilities
»
Mro Lee ran a factory manufacturing woollen gloves and
sweaters. He employed very few workers and the products were
mainly handmade. Automation had lowered the price of sweaters
and his hand-made products, which were more expensive than ma¬
chine-woven ones® His business suffered from shrinking demand®
The workers were difficult to employ too. Facing such diffi¬
culties, Mr. Lee turned his resources to develop his small re¬
tail shop selling wool and knitting materials. The age spread
of the customers had shifted from old women and housewives to
young ladies and secondary school students. Their tastes had
also diversified from the knitting of sweaters to the making
of 'woollen dogs', a kind of knitting handicraft currently in
vogue in Hong Kong. To encourage greater turnover and demand
for his 'raw material', Mr. Lee ran courses, instructing the
buyers how to make these lovely woollen toys. His line of spe¬
cialisation reflects his adjustment to changing circumstances,
but Mr. Lee was not extra-ordinarily ambitious and enterprising.
He was content with the present state of affairs and the tran¬
quil life he led.
Miss Moore's case vas a more enterprising and progres¬
sive one® Economic recession abroad brought her new business.
People were looking for new substitutes, better prices and pro¬
ducts with a reasonably good quality. Hong Kong vas more ad¬
vanced than Taiwan or Korea in terms of design and skills but
might be less advantageous in terms of wages for the workers.
The initiative to start a leather garment business was to her
a correct one, and the best timing for implementation vas now
appropriate. Her business thrived and the sales quadrupled her
initial expectation. This speculation on people are looking
for a new Italy vas also a correct one. She used the Chinese
phrase, 'tin-shi, tei-lei, yan-woh' (right time, right place
and the right person
VII，八、IVI7V， to account for her success.
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Mr. Lo, director and manager of a big shoe-making fac¬
tory, found the business of manufacturing ladies' shoes very
competitive. Hong Kong could hardly rival foreign products,
especially as products made here were discriminated by local
people. Besides, the fashions and tastes vere highly change¬
able. He preferred to specialize in industrial and military
shoe production. He was also able to secure local contracts
and make shoes for the police and other disciplined services.
Specialization along this line, securing of local contracts and
diversifying foreign markets were strategies he had adopted to
survive the cut-throat competition.
Mrs. Liu, the wholesaler and retailer of French wines
and cognacs, found the China Trade intriguing® With the rap¬
prochement between China and the United States, and China's
loosening up of her inward-looking policy, Mrs Liu started trad
trading petrochemical products to China® And, according to her,
the opening of a China trade department is common in many other
lines of business at this time.
Mr. Ma, a fisherman now launching into commercial under¬
takings decided to shift into the nurturing of fish fry® His
fishing activity was hard hit by rising oil costs® Long line
fishing and gill netting consumed a lot of fuel, making the
fishing industry less profitable® J-he lack of manpower (as his
children preferred other jobs) created an additional problem®
The hardship experienced at sea made things more difficult for
the aging fisherman. The shift into aquaculture and inshore
fishing provided a better alternative.
It is of course debatable whether the lines of action developed
by these various actions represent the best possible alternatives. It
is equally debatable whether the progress made by the individual means
progress for society in general, and that any further progress made
through other alternative action is impossible. But, as has been made
explicit earlier, this chapter is concerned with the actor's or the doer's
subjective point of view. His awareness of alternatives and possibilities,
his manipulation of the available assets, his subjective definition of
his own situation are important themes. Only such an interpretative
approach is consistent with our voluntaristic conception of man.
On Symbolic Construction
It is interesting to note that the prerequisites for successful
social climbing include not only awareness of personal and situational
attributes and a positive evaluation and utilization of these assets,
but also a supportive social network as expounded in Chapter II. In
the case of the marginals, the upwardly mobile, looseness of integra¬
tion into any primary relationships marks their distinctiveness,, Though
not structurally isolated, they are often psychologically detached and
secluded from the rest of humanity• When structural integration is
weakened, the symbolic looms larger; when the structure is slighted,
the belief system upon which an individual's mental, psychological well-
being and personality integration rest has to be better developed.
The stress on the symbolic is very marked in the cases of the
upwardly mobile and the marginal. According to Miss Moore, her 'new
protestant ethics5 is simply to be positive.
I was once a protestant« But ever since my father's death,
I have not claimed to be one® But I am still superstitious,
and when I encounter a lot of challenges in my work in my life,3
the motto I always bear in mind and which helps me much in over¬
coming my crisis is simply 5 be positive'. If you believe you
can do it, then you can do it.
As to my work, I made a lot of money, but I have little time
to spend it. I don't have to buy many clothes as they are all
available in my garment company. Vhat makes sense of my hard
work is the joy of seeing a job well-done and experiencing a
sense of achievement.
Another interviewee, Mr. Kwok, shares this view.
I am very individualistic. I believe in my own ability. I
do not rely on luck I believe one must use one's brain if one
wants to make money® And one must consciously keep himself up
and make plans when necessary® (Ex-Broker, Hesearch Manager, 30
This world is full of temptations and vices® It is very-
easy to go astray® One must be firm in upholding his own moral
principle® I used to remind myself to be more tolerant and not
to be too ambitious®
I believe this world is unjust and one must find one's way out
with one's fist, echoed Mr® Lee® (Manufacturer and Proprietor, 68)
I believe in discipline, performance, efficiency, I believe
that by being frugal, hard-working and responsible, I can be a
model to my subordinates and secure their respect, said Mr® Yiu,
who is, as 1 observed, unique in the sense that he deprives him¬
self of many worldly pleasures to the point of self abnegation®
(Contractor, 53)
Some variations can be observed among my interviewees, though
not all of them are enterpreneurial® Mrs® Liu (Director and Manager,
30 believes in ability; to her, chances always exist and what is im¬
portant is an ability to make use of them® Mr® Yim (Director and Mana¬
ger, hZ) believes in the importance of making good decisions® Miss Wu
(Ex-Lecturer, 70) believes in ability® She suspects a kind of self-de¬
ception and dependence of will for those believers® Miss Ha (Columnist,
33) is a protestant® Miss Wan (Doctor, 31) arid Mrs® Yee (Personnel
Manager, 35, Miss Ng (Company Secretary, 30 are Catholics® Miss Cheng
(Teacher, 31) is a devout protestant. Mr® Tarn (Administrative Secre¬
tary, 31) was once a devout Buddhist® Mr® Ma (Fisherman, 12) still
worships the traditional temple gods of the fishing people® Mr® Yew
(Court Interpreter, 3O and Mr. Chan (Lecturer, 30 are confirmed
atheists. The rest probably do not know what they want And in many
cases, the so-called belief system is not very coherent after ail J
0n Asset-Consc 1 onsness as a Form of Modern Consciousness
As depicted above, occupants of marginal statuses are likely to
be more conscious of their own assets. This is especially true in situ¬
ations where the line of demarcation is clearly visible, as in dual so¬
cieties where class pluralisation is distinct, or where there are two
social groups separated by a language barrier, or two cultures with a
minimum of overlapping similarities. The Status Gap or the Marginal
Man hypothesis explains their occupancy of particular occupational
nicheso It also explains the structural factors accounting for the
apparent visibility and self-consciousness about their own assets.
But whether asset-consciousness constitutes a major strategy
for occupational placement still awaits verification® It is quite ap¬
parent, even in my small sample, that the more successful middle class
interviewees are quite asset conscious. But, as distinct from the
Marginal Men, their assets are mainly phrased in psychological terms
rather than in terms of the occupancy of a certain position in a so¬
cial structure. The following cases serve to illustrate the point.
I'm careful, tolerant of the trivial and function best as a
trust officer. (Miss Ng, Ex-Trust Officer, 3)
I am calm and cool, and capable of making good judgements. At
the same time, I like excitement and total involvement. I'm
best suited to this field. (Mr. Kwok, Research Manager, 3)
I am frugal, hard-working and responsible. I don't drink or
smoke, nor go to brothels. Such a personality type is rare in
my field. (Mr. Yiu, Contractor, 33)
If you are a woman, you are one step up, if you are a woman
and a pretty one, you are two steps up If you are a very pre-
pretty woman and with brains, you are three steps up.
(Miss Moore, Director and Manager, 3)
The reason why I am successful in my job is because I am de¬
dicated to my work, loyal to the firm, responsible and capable
of making good decisions at the right time
(Mr Yim, Director and Manager, h2)
The ability to differentiate oneself from the others, the abi¬
lity to identify one's assets as distinct from others mark the charac¬
teristic feature of the successful cases in my sample Their asset-
consciousness has contributed much to their success in their careers®
Such asset-consciousness (or difference-consciousness) makes them more
or less unique, and thus least displaceable, deserving occupants of the
much coveted positions Without such asset-consciousness and the mani¬
festation of such proven abilities, indispensability of the individual
to the fiim or the positions is likely to be questioned Their ability
»
to survive competition would also be much doubted Furthermore, such
ability to differentiate one's own assets from others' is coupled with
the ability to differentiate the distinctiveness of one's job from others
. an ability that enhances adaptability and integration into the
particular occupational niche That this is so is logically deducible
from the aforementioned asset-consciousness because assets are always
matters of appropriateness and suitability to situations, assets and
the corresponding situations parallel each other. Assets are often
situation-bound and context-specific For example, Miss Ng's tolerance
of trivial matters and her extreme care are more appropriate in the
situation where legal terms are easily manipulated and so h 'e to be
handled by people who are careful, serious and show great f ranee
for matter of details„ Though such assets are equally valued in other
situations, the universality of their application should not be taken-
for-granted. In other situations, ability to make good judgements may
be more important than care and scrutiny over detail.
In my sample, the successful middle-class interviewees not only
identify their own assets, but can also specify the uniqueness and par¬
ticulars of their jobs and work situations, as illustrated in the fol¬
lowing caseso
There are many good points about being a lecturer in a univer¬
sity® Besides a reasonably good social status and standing,the
working hours are relatively shorter. The lecturer has more
free time to pursue his other interests® He can voice his
opinions on public issues. He is free and independent to do so.
He is not totally controlled by his boss as in other occupations.
He can have other involvement too. Being in a marginal position,
he is more capable of passing judgement and capable of detach¬
ment and engagement !f
(Mr. Chan, Lecturer, 3)
To be an educational psychologist is a very stimulating and
challenging job. It is part-time vork because our work has to
get in touch with many school children. It is also very aca¬
demic because one has to utilize all he had learn at univerisity
about assessment and testing. It is also a branch of applied
psychology and I think it contributes much to society too.
These various contributuons, though in different doses, make
educational psychology very fascinating.
(Miss Leung, Educational Psychologist, 31)
Court Interpreting is a very challenging job You encounter
a lot of happenings: homicide, rape cases, drug-trafficking,
etca You have to be well-informed in all fields and have a
well-stocked vocabulary of all kinds, even slang and foul lan¬
guage« Because one can never predict what the witness will say
in the next minute, one has to be very alert and capable of in¬
tense concentration® One has to be quick-minded too® You can
never tell the judge, 51 don't know how to translate the word,
can I go and check the dictionary?3 Court Interpreting is a
very exciting and challenging job® The working hours are also
very good. I start working from 10 a.m. to k pcm. with lunch
breaks. This is much better than staying in the office from
nine to five.
(Mr. Yew, Court Interpreter, 30
In our field (commodity exchanger) ail assembled are people
from all trades® The variety and diversity of people assembled
here are incomparably greater than in other fields® People
joining this field as brokers are mainly ex-salesmen In this
field, one has to be highly motivated and tolerant of stress,
and he must have a determination to work his way up himself be¬
cause the avenues for mobility is our field are not institu¬
tionalized or apparent!
(Mr. Kwok, Ex-broker, Research Manager, 31)
Asset-Consciousness and Occupation-Related Behaviour
Such asset-consciousness and consciousness of situational par¬
ticulars have an immense impact on subsequent occupation-related be¬
haviour. When assets harmonize with the situational demands, the in¬
dividual experiences a great sense of job satisfaction. This is appa-
rent in many of my cases in the sample A majority of the interviewees
explicitly experienced their satisfaction with the present job0 Mr .PCwok
(Ex-broker, Research Manager, 31) found his job most suitable to his
enterprising aptitude« Miss Vu said her interest in playing with chemi¬
cals fits her very well for the academic world and laboratory work
Miss Ha found her past experiences and academic training useful in her
new job as a columnist Miss Moore found her work challenging and en¬
terprising Miss Ng found her work as a Trust Officer congenial to her
temperament Mr Chan found lecturing compatible with his other interests
Mr Yew found his present job challenging and interesting Miss Leung
found her job as educational psychologist consistent with her beliefs,
aptitude said interests
When assets fail to harmonize with situational demands, the
answers are 1 0 s o a jl x jL rmative, as exemplified in Mr Sin's Case Having
completed secondary- education and specializing in Cantonese Opera in
Malaysia, he moved to Hong Kong in the early 1960s He was unable to
S- j j
find white collar work and has been a 'tsaap-kung'or 'saan-kung1( T I
Jr..
fj 'k) in factories for years, shifting from one factory to another,
and one industry to another, and now he is a construction worker. He
does not find his work satisfying apart from the monetary reward after
a hard day's work Mr. Tarn, an important clerk in his mother's firm,
intends to enter the teaching profession after he has obtained the re¬
levant qualifications He said he would like to interact with young
people Teaching is more lively work than a mere clerical job Though
he did not express overt dissatisfaction with his present job, he said
he would regard it 'raa-ma-tei' 3V？-4V—V when asked if he was satisfied
with his work Mr Yiu (Contractor, 33) said he would prefer to be an
employer rather than an employee, the work pressure was too much for
him
The repertoire of occupational behaviour associated with asset-
consciousness is intriguingo A good occupational choice is often pre¬
ceded by asset-consciousnessasset-awareness• The ability to differen¬
tiate oneself from others, to identify one's uniqueness, temperament
and special interest is often a pre-requisite to the identification of
a career suitable to one's interests and abilities. The subsequent in¬
volvement in acquiring additional qualifications, foresight and planning
are thus considered desirable and necessary in establishing one's future
career. Miss Has stock exchange experience acquired in Toronto, Miss
Leung's experiences in research and teaching and psychological training,
Mr. Wong's additional qualifications in business administration, are
examples. Of course, when asset-consciousness harmonizes with situa¬
tional demands, the qualifications acquired after the job is secured
are still worthwhile as in the case of Mr. Yew who has invested some
time in upgrading his translation techniques.
It is thus quite obvious from my samples that asset-consciousness
is not only associated with job-satisfaction, it is also associated with
commitment, occupational success and achievement. Though some of my
interviewees had shifted through a number of jobs before coming to their
present careers, they found that their previous experiences had been use¬
ful to their present jobs and provided necessary training before launching
them into a more strategic and important position. In the case of Miss
Moore, her experiences in the media, fashion shows, public relations and
garment manufacturing helped her to accumulate experiences and to adapt
to her present job. She considered her success as being based on this
'systematic induction'. She is fully conscious of what her temperament
and aptitude are, and her interests, ambitions and uniqueness, she dis¬
tinguishes herself from a'rolling stone' in the sense that she is ready
to commit herself and to develop 'depth' in a field. The diversity and
variety of experiences just broaden her horizon, sharpen her other skills
and prepare her for a more important and demanding position® This is
very different from the cases where the individual does not knew what
he wants, where he is going to and what his uniqueness and distinctive
contribution to the community are. Similarly, Mr. Yim explicitly voiced
his opinion on how to be successful which he summarized in five words:
drive, devotion, delegation (of authority to other responsible staff),
and good interpersonal relations.
Seen in this regard, asset-consciousness as a form of modern
consciousness is not very different from the asset-consciousness of the
marginal status group® The former tends to stress individual attributes
and psychological traits, the latter originates in the occupancy of a
certain marginal position. But though different in forms, they axe
similar in functioning to help an individual to differentiate himself
from others, and to locate himself in an occupational niche most suit¬
able for him. It is also an important constituent conducing to occupa¬
tional commitment, active utilization of network structure, effective
harnessment of resources and subsequent occupational success and achieve¬
ment
Situational perceptiveness or consciousness of situational par¬
ticulars sharpen one's wits, makes one more alert to situational variants
and thus more ready to alternate one's behaviour with changing situational
demands® From this point of view, the situation-consciousness of modern•u- a
men also helps individuals to circumvent restraints and obstacles effi¬
ciently, similar to what has been mentioned earlier® Thus, so fax as
occupational adjustment and achievement are concerned, asset-conscious¬
ness and situation-consciousness are undeniably contributory factors to
success.
On Self-Concept.
To say that asset-consciousness is a distinctive feature of mo¬
dern consciousness is perhaps an over-statement Variations in the
ability to differentiate oneself from others do exist. Some interviewees
in my sample are less capable of identifying their own uniqueness and
assets. Their minds seem to operate in another direction. Asked why
they had chosen particular jobs, individuals often gave an explanation
in terms of some exogenous factors, externalities, rather than in terms
of personal distinctiveness. As an illustration, the following cases
deserve contemplation.
Mr. Siu (Construction Worker, TO) has completed secondary edu¬
cation and learned Cantonese Opera in Malaysia. He explained
his choice of occupation as a construction worker in terms cf
the money factor. There was no other job that offered as much
as $100 per day. Remunerative rewards explained occupational
choice better than psychological attributes.
Mrs. Lau (Ex-Street-Store Owner-, 60) received no education at
all® .She has been an amah, a hawker, a factory worker and a
street-store owner. She explained this final move in terms of
the hardship she experienced in her previous jobs. She was
bullied, taken advantage of, etc. Being a street-store owner,
she was more independent and could earn more money.
Mr. Chiu (60) who owns a shop selling Chinese medicine, said he
had•• ado no choice at all. There vo. not many trades to enter
tea croieokL Chi;.;.,, His «re. o; h' ;choice' was largely a
• guard is in-
triguing. He said he had no choice because both of the publish¬
ing companies which had previously employed him closed down. The
job of a security guard, to him is a good job because it is re¬
garded as one kind of civil service. Besides, it offers high
job security too!
Judging from various explanations for occupational choice, I
guess variations in terms of the ability to differentiate one's assets
from others do exist among classes and across occupations. This is not
only reflected in one's occupational choice but is also the occupational
choice or aspiration for subsequent generations. When I asked Mrs. Liu
what she expected her children to do, she said,
My eldest daughter is very worldly-wise. She is very waat-
tau'
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IXIX glib), i think she is the kind of personality
best fitted to the business field. 1 would like her to be a
business woman in future® My younger daughter, like her father,
is very calm and cool and capable of making good judgement. I
think she will make a good lawyer. As her mother, this is the
kind of fantasies I have for my children.
(Mrs Liu, Manager and Director,
In contrast, Mr. Ho said,
If I have sons, I think the best occupation for men is scaf¬
folding, to be a doctor is also very good.
(Mr. Ho, Ex-Printer, 40)
It seems to me that Mr. He's mind operates in a 'dual value
system'. Scaffolding and medicine are two widely distinct occupational
categories, status-wise, prestige-wise, money-wise. How they can be
thought comparable is intellectually puzzling. This is not the only
case; Mr. Chiu wanted one of his sons to be a skilled worker, another
a technician and another very academically successful. Mr. Lee wanted
his son to arm himself with a skill
‘V
Other intervievees
were more consistent in terms of the amount of education they wanted
their children to reach and the kind of occupation they wanted them to
engage in« In most cases, university education and a professional ca¬
reer were desired.
Using the former terminology I would consider Mr® Chiu and Mr.
Lee's cases as examples of 'dual value system' too® They are both self-
employed businessmen (the former a proprietor of a shop, the latter a
retailer and also a shop owner). Skilled work and technical work rank
high in their estimation, though, in terms of the amount of money they
earn and the cosmopolitan outlook they hold as a result of their business
connections, their own styles of life approach middle class standards.
Their perception of the situational particularities and social,
change is also interesting, as highlighted in Mrs® Liu and Mr. Ho's
cases. Mrsa Liu, manager and director, pT, was asked what sort of
changes she had witnessed in the recent past® She rejDlied,
Many fields have emerged. Technical fields, such as industrial
designing (she saw many opportunities in this field), service
companies, accounting andpublic relations firms are in great
demand.
In contrast, vhen Mr. Ho was asked a similar question, he replied,
More new industries and more alternatives open to people.
Vhen asked for more examples and details, he said,
Food stores, banking, restaurants and street stores
It is apparent from the above example that personal assets and
situational particulars are phrased in more simplistic terms; as actually
seen as being in fact rather simplistic. Such 'undifferentiated per¬
ception of self and the world affect people's subsequent occupational
choice, adaptation and progress in their specific occupational niches
and also their expectation and aspirations for their children and the
maximum ceiling that can be reached by them
Asset-consciousness, though identified as an emerging significant
feature of modern consciousness, is not devoid of variations and diver¬
gences Generally speaking, as seen in my small sample, the middle class,
the successful, the upwardly mobile individuals tend to be more asset-
conscious® The marginal, status group is most marked in this aspect be¬
cause their assets are less subtle and are easily identifiable and struc¬
turally apparent® Although variations in this power of differentiation
of assets and situational particulars exist, yet, in the face of compe¬
tition and greater differentiation of occupational situation, I expect
that asset-consciousness will constitute a salient feature of modern
consciousness® Asset-consciousness, as mentioned earlier, may be too
subjective and not firmly rooted in objective grounds, but its merit
lies in its positive attitude towards all possible human traits and
situational attributes® Thus an absent-father can be an asset; being
deprived of equal right to property inheritance can be an asset; being
uprooted and ill-treated can be an asset in the sense that one may be¬
come more tolerant of risks and losses and more eager to establish a
new identity, etc. Moreover, asset-consciousness may not necessarily
be associated with virtue and common good® The TStatus Gap8 hypothesis
points to the opportunistic and exploitative tendency not just 'integra¬
tion function1• The way individuals conceive of virtue or common good
may be differnt from the way 'society' does®
Putting their normative evaluations aside, I would argue that
asset-consciousness will become a distinctive feature of modern con¬
sciousness. It accounts for the vitality and resilience of modern
society It is also the foundation stone for progress, innovation ai:
socio-cultural rejuv©nationI
Conclusion and Discussion
In this chapter, I have attempted to develop one concept which
I refer to with my own newly coined term— asset-consciousness. From
my point of view, asset-consciousness is a newly identified phenomenon
It also marks the salient feature of job-seeking behaviour in industria¬
lized society in general and in contemporary Hong Kong in particular®
Asset-consciousness sharpens an individual's self-perception and per¬
ception of situations. He is thus more capable of constructing an appro¬
priate line of action, and specifying his sense of direction in order to
locate himself in an occupational niche congenial to his own interests
and temperament. Accompanying such awareness are often the much desired
occupational traits: commitment, job satisfaction and occupational suc¬
cess and achievement.
The inspiration which led me to develop this concept originates
from the study of some marginal status -groups who are very successful
in their career. Marginal!ty avails them of both outsider and insider
perspectives, the best (and perhaps also the worst) of two worlds. They
are thus enabled to be more clear-sighted in identifying their own
uniqueness and the uniqueness of their situation. Their ability to
locate their own assets and the assets available in the situation and
to circumvent constraints accounts for their success.
Being a marginal man, an outsider as well as an insider to the
system, a detached observer as well as an involved participant, an in¬
dividual's perceptiveness and sensitivity are much heightened; his urge
to forge an identity of his own is also strong. The ability to identify
one's uniqueness, the ability to differentiate oneself from others are
thus important constituents in developing a self concept Such a self-
concept becomes more important and valuable in crisis situations where
one's sense of security and personality integration are much threateneda
Cut-throat competition, fluctuating political situation, economic crisis
®• often instigate equally disturbing turmoil in the individual's
psychological make-up® Asset-consciousness, a conscious attempt to
evaluate one's uniqueness in the most positive and optimistic manner
is thus an. important psychological strategy to survive competition and
threat It is also the basis of self respect, sense of identity and
security®
Of course, asset-consciousness is not distinctive of marginal
men alone, it is also common among the 'non-marginals' 'Uniqueness'
in the latter case is less objectively visible or structurally apparent
yet the need to forge a self-concept, a sense of identity, is universal
Among non-marginals, however, the assets identified take a more 'psycho
logical' twist® In other words, in their case psychological traits are
more often auoted than the structural particulars connected with occu-X—
pancy of a specific structural position which are crucial in the case
of marginalso Though variations exist, across occupations and classes,
yet I believe that asset-consciousness is becoming a more and more ob¬
vious phenomenon in industrial society® Competition and rivalry for
coveted positions further activate its growth and spread its awareness
throughout the population.
I would also argue that, although asset-consciousness is obser¬
vable in any industrialized society, it is particularly apparent in
Hong Kong® The severance of cultural, political and social ties with
China and with the past makes Hong Kong citizens relatively more iso¬
lated in space, and time and history. Familism takes a more utilitarian
form; networks are often self constructed; social relations are often
instrumental, ad hoc and sometimes transitorv« Culture and kinsmen,f tj»
both of which are important in developing a sense of personal identi¬
fication, appear in fragmentary forms in Hong Kong context. Cultural
disruption, the fragmentation of post-migration kinship netvork struc¬
ture weaken the individual's sense of cultural and geneological identity®
His loose integration into culture and history differs little from that
of the marginal man as mentioned earlier. Competition, the uncertainty
of the political future, an ever changing international scene offer
little firm-ground for individuals to hold on. Besides looking inward,
and inculcating a more positive attitude towards life and situation, an
individual has virtually no other alternatives.
Asset-consciousness means a healthy self-concept, a sense of
identity® It also means a positive evaluation of self and an optimistic
outlook towards life in general. Be it self-deception or not, it is at
least a safe psychological anchor; be it good for society or not, it is
at least good for the individual® Though tomorrow is an uncertaintys
individuals can still make the best of .today; dreams are too remote,
work in the living present is more concrete and plausible. Thus, asset-
consciousness signifies a Hong Kong ideology: action, hard work and a
positive attitude towards life are always better than self-pity and self-
contempt! Asset-consciousness also signifies a staunch unwillingness
to be dictated to by fate!
This 'doer' perspective, though not devoid of flaws, sheds new
light on the study of occupational mobility,, A number of previously
developed premises and viewpoints have to be reconsidered. First,
Bendix's idea that mobility is a result of urbanization, industriali¬
zation and bureaucratization is incorrect or at least greatly over-
simplistic, for it relies solely on the fallacy of structural and eco-
nomic determinism- By revealing the voluntaristic and innovative side
of human behaviour the notion of asset-consciousness can restore the
balance«
If the identification of new assets helps an individual to lo-Ju.
cate himslef in an occupational niche, it also helps him to explore new
horizons and launch into new ventures• Avenues untrod by predecessors
are thus established It is true that structural demand creates the
supply of talents and personel, but it is equally true that the supply
of talents and assets can also create demand. Individuals are not just
victims of chance and fate. They are also creators of chances and oppor¬
tunities® Without their innovation and initiation, progress is impos¬
sible, and the resilience of the economy cannot be explained.
Second, the emergence of the 'middle Class' is often depicted
in sociological literature as a result of structural and occupational
differentiation, .brorn uhe asset t consciousness perspective, the emergence
of the middle class can be explained from an innovative, voluntaristic
viewpoint too® The polarization of two classes leads to the existence
of a dual structure and creates gaps. These gaps are bound to be filled
by individuals who possess slightly different assets from those consi¬
dered 'normal' in either class. Motivated by a desire to secure one's
position, a need to differentiate oneself from others, an urge to explore
new horizons, one cannot allow these gaps to remain unfilled or unexplored.
The occupational structure cannot remain undifferentiated, as individuals
will always search for ways to differentiate themselves from one another,
and to forge occupational niches for themselves. The greater sophisti¬
cation of occupational structure and the creation of a middle class are
logical consequences of human innovation. Unless obstructed by other
structural factors, these trends are inevitable.
Third, asset.-consciousness is a kind of difference-consciousness
vhich is very different from the class-consciousness or sameness-conscious¬
ness discussed by stratification theorists. The desire to differentiate
oneself from others, to identify one's uniqueness is as apparent as the
need to identify oneself with people of a similar background. Asset-
consciousness is a psychological strategy to secure oneself in an occu¬
pational niche. The more unique an individual is, the less he is dis-
placeable; the less he is -dispensable, the more secure he is in his po¬
sition. To overlook such obvious behavioural traits is to slight some
important data in the analysis of job-seeking behaviour—- a fallacy
which lias been repeatedly committed by stratification theorists. Dif¬
ference-consciousness deserves at least an equal status with (if not a
superior status to) sameness-consciousness in stratification studies or
class analysis.
This does not mean that sameness-consciousness or class-con¬
sciousness -are no longer useful in the analysis of occupational mobility.
But the metamorphoses and shifts of emphasis have to be noted and ex¬
plained. I shall now turn to this important question in the next chapter.
CHAPTER FOUR
THE MICRO IN THE MACRO STRUCTURE
The asset-consciousness thesis expounded in Chapter Three,
is, of course, methodolgically and conceptually individualistic®
Inevitably, however, in adopting a doer's or actor's perspective,
subjectivity and creativity are exaggerated This chapter aims at
redressing the balance by placing subjectivity in context, linking
the micro with the macro and subjectivity with objectivity® Using
Pouche's words; it attempts to confront the dilemma of seemingly
mutually exclusive perspectives so typical for the social sciences,
that is, the dilemma of action versus structure® (POUCHE;1980:l82)
This approach, though daring and challenging, is entirely
necessary to offset the inadequacies of the asset-consciousness
thesis Subjectivity is important but intersubjectivity is equally
important® If we agree, as seems necessary, that from the indivi¬
dual's point of view his strategies are always rational, we must
nevertheless also concede that strategies construed in relation to
the contextual limitations are to be considered more rational® Thus
if we take intersubjectivity and bounded rationality into consider¬
ations, we shall not exaggerate the innovative capacities of indi¬
viduals® With the contextual limitations in mind, we can identify
the strategies and common patterns devised and adopted by citizens
in Hong Kong® These strategies are conditioned by objective condi¬
tions. Subjectivity and objectivity are mutually interacting, the
micro and the macro are inevitably inter-related. Home of these
patterned strategies or intersubjectivity strategies will be
identified in the following sections.
Controversies evaded in the last chapter will also be
brought into focus. The idea of sameness-consciousness competing,
as it were, for equal status with difference-consciousness or
asset-consciousness, will be discussed® The discussion will also
be given an interpretative slant, in accordance with the qualita¬
tive, 'verstehen1 approach consistently adhered to throughout this
thesis®
Some questions still remain unanswered. The question
whether the strategies identified can survive as effective strate¬
gies under changing circumstances in the long run, the question
whether the segregation of the micro from the macro as an adapt¬
ive mechanism can prove to be a feasible solution in different
socio-historical conditions vill be brought into focus® Hopefully,
these open-ended questions vill invite more vigorous researches
aiming at providing solutions in a similar direction in the future®
Asset-consciousness and Social Structure
The discovery of individual and situational assets is a
very innovative and gratifying process0 Greative,though such a
process of self-discovery is, however, the unfolding of human
potential still requires a supportive social structure for its
eventual effectuatization and realization® That is to say, that
assets do not operate in a societal vacuum® An individual'sJit
awareness of his or her personal assets, is a necessary but never
a sufficient condition for occupational achievement® The individual's
drive, aspiration, ambition, vision and determination do help him
to overcome his initial inertia but effectualization still requires
a suitable social structure--- one that allows further liquidation
of assets and ease of harnassing societal resources® Thus asset-
consciousness must be viewed in a context, the doer's perspective
has to be complemented by a structural perspective and an elementarist's
view has to be completed by a more holistic view of society0 This is
what the last chapter fails to do» In this chapter, more attention
is paid to the characteristics of the social structure, and its impact
on job-seeking behaviour is explored,,
The concept of asset-consciousness suffers from the limitation
inherent in all psychological explanation of entrepreneurial behaviour®
Seen in this perspective, innovation is largely a result of psycholo¬
gical factors, such as 'withdrawal of status respect', 'spoiled identity',
'absent-father complex' etc«, but the oversimplification of such an
approach has been unveiled by a number of writers- Scarlett Epstein
considered the social setting important for the mobilization of
resources and actualization of individual ambitions® In contrasting
the Indian caste system with the social structure of the Tola! of
New Britain, she explained the underdevelopment of indigenous entre¬
preneur ship in the former case in terms of the rigidity of the
social structure® The too much ascriptive emphasis and the too
little occupational mobility paralysed any entrepreneurial initiative;
but in the Tola! situation the condition was reversed® There, a
flexible social structure offered great scope to enterprising men
and often reacted positively to new economic opportunities® Thus,
if a man was enterprising and thrifty and accumulated enough money,
it was very likely that he would besuecessful. Limitations did
exist® Land in Tola! was vested in matrilineages, creating some
problems in its liquidation® But this drawback was compensated by
the relative ease of securing kin support in case of capital deficiency®
Scarlett Epstein thus challenges the doer's approach, the elementarist's
approach and specifically the psychological approach® They are all
flawed in overlooking the importance of a supportive social structure
and ignoring the importance of a flexible social structure which
allows easy liquidation and harnessing of assets and resources® She
adds;
Though the appropriate personal qualities, such as
innate intelligence and adventurist spirit, are no
doubt of major importance to the emergence of in¬
digenous entrepreneurship, the social setting also
plays a decisive part
A flexible social structure, which allows for the
unimpeded economic mobility of the individual, is
one of the most important preconditions of economic
growth®
(EPSTEIN; 1964:65)
Two cases from my sample shed light on this matter.
tr Mr. Lee constantly complains about the Government's
non-intervention at a time when the small industrialists desperately
need support, but he also claims that when these small industrialists
do begin to establish themselves, the Government wants to eliminate
them Mr Lee is quite bitter against the Hong Kong Government for
non-intervention when he needs help and intervention when his business
is thriving He argues that Government creates unnecessary hindrances
for small industrialists and as a result, they often join together
to fight for their rights and social standing.
Mr. Lo, on the other hand, is quite pleased with the
Governmento His factory is much larger in scale and its connections
with trade associations are also very good. Being one of the largest
employers in the field of shoe-manufacturing, he is often invited to
seminars and talks concerning the prospects of his specific industry®
He is often informed and asked for advice about exports and trade
regulations. He considers the Government supportive, responsive and
helpful. He regards economic progress in Hong Kong as the result of
a joint effort of the part of both Government and industrialists.
His optimism is also related to his ability to secure some important
local contracts. Obstacles, in his eyes, are mainly due to external
factors such as protectionism abroad. The local Government is rarely
the scapegoat to the blamed.
Innovation and Stratification
The relative ease of actualizing ambitions and harnessing
resources is related to the strategic positions the subjects of my
sample are located in® Many of them are directors and managers,
others are professionals and members of upper management; only a
few are located on the lower rungs of the social ladder® For the
upwardly mobile individuals, though they have a rather humble origin,
the extent of mobility they can. attain is impressive They are now
self-employed or proprietors of small shops or businesses® It is
no wonder that the majority, of the interviewees are conscious of
their own assets and positive towards these personal attributes and
situational particulars® But I suspect the situation is different
in other strata of society®
The relationship between innovation and stratification has
often been explored in sociological literature® Homans points out
that those high in the social ladder are more likely to innovate®
Armed with wealth and resources, they can afford to take risks®
Innovation also helps them to maintain their distinctive social
status in the community® Those rather low on the ladder may also
be innovative, but for different reasons® Being meagrely rewarded»
by society for any of their behaviour, the costs of non-conformity
for them are small as compared with those who have a secured social
status® The subsequent rewards of non-conformity and innovation
are more likely to be consistent with their expectations® But as
for the very low, they are least likely to innovate0 The reason
is that to them;
where acceptance is so low that actual rejection is
presumably an imminent possibility, anxiety about
rejection is especially high, and the result seems
to be a pattern of guarded public behaviour®
(HOMANS: 1961)
This argument is taken up further by Cancian« He finds
the relationship between innovation (or risk-taking) with strati¬
fication a curvilinear onea Wealth acts as a facilitator and also
as a damper,, It is a facilitator because it enhances the innovator's
ability to buy and to suffer seasonal loss® It is a damper because
it constitutes the innovator's main concern to maintain his wealth
and status and thus makes him less willing to take economic risks.
The poor are innovative because they have no fear of risks; but at
the same time they are least innovative because they are too deprived
of resources to innovate. Though Roger found the relationship between
risk-taking and stratification a positive one, Caneian found it a
negative and curvilinear one® The middle-class is most conservative
especially at the early stage but becomes more liberal at later
stages. (CANCIAN: 1967)
Burt also points out that two groups of people are innovative,
those at the core and those at the periphery. To the man at the core,
it is social integration that pushes him to innovate. Innovation
brings him social admirations His strategic position also makes it
easier for him to diffuse his knowledge and ideas to other group
members who are eager to secure their acceptance within the group.
To the members, adoption of innovation means social integration. In
contrast, innovation by those at the periphery is motivated by a
different process. In their situation, it is their marginality that
triggers off their innovative activities. (BURT: 1980)
The relation between innovative behaviour and position in a
system of social stratification is also discussed by various other
writers. Adarn Smith, in his discussion of the division of labour,
points out that some people (usually the upper class) by virtue of
their position can have access to more knowledge and have a wider
outlook and greater insight, qualities which are absent among the
workers. The injury inherent in the division of labour impairs
their creative thinking and innovative capacities® He writes:
Invention at the highest level involves acts of
insight, creative synthesis and the capacity to
draw upon diverse fields of knowledge®„® Men of
speculation are capable of combining together the
powers of the most distant and dissimilar objects®
Such qualities are found among the upper ranks
because the upper ranks of society as a group are




As thus argued, the occupants of different social strata
are not equally innovative® The injury inherent in the division
of labour has impoverished some in their, inner life and paralysed
their creativity. The lack of stimulation further imprisons them
in short time perspectives and parochial concerns® The lack of
cosmopolitan outlook is apparent in some classes, as noted by
Halbwachs,
Peasants and working classes are entirely lacking
in an understanding of the habits, customs, and
thought processes of other countries® There arex
reasons for this: their living and working conditions,
ones that incline them more than other categories to
follow the purely local customs and traditions of their
town or province, added to the difficulty they experience
in learning foreign language and entertaining certain
ideas, makes them less accessible in this respect. A
narrow nationalism is moreover a characteristic of
the lower rather than the upper classes, who have
always to some extent affected and championed a
cosmopolitan outlook
(HALBWACHS: 1958:123)
This is highlighted by the comment of one of my interviewees
; on his 9 unsuccessful contemporaries'• According to Mr® Lee:
I have been 'out5 in the 'world, 1 realize that there are
a lot of opportunities and chances. But these people
are 'in® society, they are relatively insensitive to
the opportunities that are actually open® I believe
that even if there was 3 gold on the streets', they would
not pick it up®
(Informant: Mr, Lee, Proprietor manager,68)
These 'unsuccessful contemporaries' of Mr, Lee are locked in their
own parochial concerns. They also lack the ambitions, aspirations
and outlooks vital for social climbing. This differentiation is alsoft
mentioned in Morton's distinction between 'locals' and 'cosmopolitans',
Watson's idea of 'burgesses' and 8 spiral1sts' or Miller and Swanson's
contrast between 'individuated-entrepreneurial and welfare-bureaucratic
orientation'. Thus according to Cohen and Hodges, the lack of signi¬
ficant achievement in a career can be attributed to people being
relative inflexibility in role-taking, reluctant to
meet people and new situation, to form new social
relationships and above all to initiate interaction
with strangers. They value and seek out the routine,
the familiar, the predictable.
(HODGES: 1968)
This comment is consistent with the views of other writers,
too,. Thus Spinley commented that the lower class have no rich
inner life, their imaginative activity is meagre and limited.
They are concerned for the dense and the concrete, stress the in¬
timate, the sensory, the detailed and the personal. (HODGE: 1968)
Lipsey further added that their failure was due to, their short
time perspective and their inability to perceive the complex.
(HODGES: 1968)
In my interviews, I have attempted to understand why some
interviewees have no ambition of any kind. I asked Mr® Siu, a con¬
struction worker, who has been shifting from one job to another, why
he did not make use of his secondary education and find a white-
collar job. He explained that he did not have any suitable connec¬
tions and that such connections were important in the sixties. Once
his job history was ruined, he did not have the intention to remake
it. So long as he could make money, he did not care whether the
job was manual or non-manual, blue-collar.or white-collar. Thus
for him,'remunerative rewards justified a short-time perspective
and an ad hoc attitude towards jobs took the place of a well-meditated
career plan.
Other interviewees also sound apologetic. Mrs. Lau, when
asked why she did not diversify or expand her 'bazaar' business,
simply found the idea ridiculous and laughable.
I have received no education, I cannot even do simply
arithmatiCo To be able to run a street-store is already
a miracle for me, said Mrs. Lau (ex-street-store owner, 60)
Mr. Ma (fisherman, h2) also made a similar comment. When
asked if he ever contemplated launching into other business or
diversifying his 9 enterprise4, he replied,
We fishermen have few alternatives, ve are not educated
and ve cannot do very complicated things.
Mr. Tam, an importing clerk in his early thirties, already
sounds very retreatist and apologetic.
I feel a bit bored and tired of living. It is very diffi¬
cult to say... I feel that I can no longer rival the
younger generation. They are so bright, energetic and
competent•
Mr. Tarn has shifted from a shipping firm to a lewelery shop
and then to a television-broadcasting company and then to an import-
export firm as a clerk. He has attempted to gain additional quali¬
fications but has failed three times. His ambition is simply to be
a secondary school teacher.
Mr. Ho, who claimed to have completed secondary education in
China accounted for his uneventful career history in terms of his
lack of knowledge of English.
Mr. Siu, construction worker, vhen bombarded with a similar
question, repeatedly replied that he had nothing to say. He regarded
his humble career history as deserving neither tears nor cheers.
In contrast to the upwardly mobile individuals who have made
a great success of their careers, these interviewees sound apologetic.
They are more conscious of their own limitations and inadequacies,
and will be willing to put a brake on any ambitions they consider
unrealistic„
Asset-Consciousness and Handicap-Consciousness
The awareness of one's limitations and inadequacies is as
apparent as the awareness of one's assets as described in Chapter
III of the present thesis® Though asset-consciousness and handicap-
consciousness are not meant to be mutually exclusive, differential
emphasis across occupations and classes are also to be expected
That is to say, some classes are not oblivious of handicaps, but
their awareness of asset helps them to maintain a more optimistic
outlook towards life® Vhereas in other classes, repeated frustra¬
tions and thwarted ambitions have bred a defeatist complex, a more
fatalistic world-view is thus held®
In my interviews, subjects who are successful in their
careers do not show an intent to evade threats and handicaps® An
ostrich-like evasion is no better substitute than to face them
squarely® Mrs® Liu (manager and director, 30 said she was fully
conscious of her big pond Watson's Company, which monopolises
the wholesaling and retailing market in wine® She was also fully
conscious of the economic depression that affected the demand for
her luxury wines® But in times of difficulties, the solutions were
not too remote. She could always incorporate new partners to get
over her financial difficulties. Her optimism and her willingness
to consider new alternatives are apparent.
Mr Yim (director, manager, 42) was also aware of the
difficulties inherent in his job and his position®
Pressure is great® There is always a fear of launching
overambiticus expansion plans; a fear of not meeting
the boss® expectation; fear of failure to accomplish
goals; fear of not being able to keep up-to-date and
to survive new challenges«®® admitted Mr. Yiu.
I do not think optimism or pessimism are good words to
describe my feelings and outlook® Pragmatic or practical
is a better word. Personally, 1 think ®kui on ss ngai®
一‘1 (when you are in comfort, do not forget
about difficulties) is the best attitude to adopt,
In other cases, the awareness of handicaps helped to spur
the individual to make the best of his assets and resources. Thus
%
handicaps, paradoxically, can help to heighten the individual's
awareness of his assets and stimulate him to devise ways to cir-t
c umvent 1imitations•
Asset-consciousness and handicap-consciousness are thus not
mutually exclusive but they do exist in different doses across
occupations and classes® As shown in previous sections, education
bars, colour bars, sex bars etc. do impose restrictions on some
individuals. Their attempts to overcome difficulties often fail.
Thwarted ambitions and repeated failure in surmounting difficulties
result in lowering of aspirations as a mode of adaptation. They may
even lead to fatalism and a defeatist complex. In the latter case,
handicap consciousness becomes perhaps a more dominating 5 ideology®
than asset-consciousness as depicted in Chapter III.
Kandicap-Consci011sness: G1ass and Age Variations
It is interesting to note that in ray sample, those moreJu
conscious of their handicap are the poor, the lowly, the illiterate
and the aged® The construction worker, the ex-printer, the clerk,
the ex-hawker and ex-street-store owner are more handicap-conscious•
The construction worker aged kO, ex-printer 40, clerk, ex-hawker
60... have confronted quite a lot of hardships in life: unemploy¬
ment, severance, economic depression etc Being limited by education
or even illiteracy in some cases, the assets they can mobilise are
relatively fewer® Their handicap consciousness is not without good
ground®
However, the situation is different among the more successful
cases. Mr® Lo (manager and director), already in his late sixties,
is still verv optimistic, dvnaraic and cosmopolitan in outlook. Mr®
Yim (manager and director) in his forties still looks young, competent
and confident® Miss Hui (ex-lecturer), already in her seventies,
still holds a very optimistic outlook towards life. She joins clubs,
learns tai-chi enjoys social gatherings and seems absolutely
happy and contented even at the sunset years of her life. Though
assets are bound to be diminishing with growing age, yet the aware¬
ness of handicaps is more apparent across classes than across ages.
A lower-class youth is sometimes older at heart than an aging man
who has accomplished something in his life® The inner life of the
one is impoverished at an early age, but the other still radiates
his warmth and optimism in his sixties and seventies.
Using Kahl's words (KAHL: 1957) one must ask would the
lower class suffer from this culturally deficient, demoralising
circumstances before working their way 'up and out'?
The Relevance of Glass Analysis: Subjectivity and Objectivity
The rediscovery of handicap-consciousness helps to complement
the over-positive and over-optimistic picture presented in the dis¬
cussion of the concept of asset-consciousness. Yet the damage done
to the morale of the lower class as a result of handicap-consciousness
should not be over-exaggerated® Handicap consciousness does not
necessarily predict that the lower class are doomed to failure.
Though not unaffected, by handicap consciousness, lower class people
do not necessarily sit still and mourn over their inadequacies®
Passiveness is not a good substitute for activity, and self-pity
and self-contempt are no panacea to their problems.
In presenting the handicap consciousness argument, 1 do not
intend to substitute the rosy picture painted in asset-consciousness
with a gloomy one. Rather, I would like to reveal new strategies,
new modes of adaptation and new subjective interpretations of reality.
As revealed in the literature, the drag of the initial dis¬
advantage is less significant than the pull of the initial advantage.
(THERNSTROM: 1972; DUNCAN: 1967) This is to say that although in¬
dividuals do benefit from coming from a good family background yet
the injury or harm done to the individual as a result of occupancy
of a humble class of origin should not be over-exaggerated. Individuals
can and often do reap and utilise these initial assets and find means
to get round their initial limitations— a discovery which is
consistent with my asset-consciousness argument
The impact of class on mobility is still felt, but this
objective fact does not take root in the individuals subjective
reality® This means that although class affects an individual's
mobility chances yet how the individual perceives his chances and
opportunities is another matter® Findings consistent in all the
mobility literature are that father's education and occupation have
a determining impact on the son's subsequent occupation and education
level attained. (BLAD DUNCAN: 196?, GOLDTHORDE: 1980, HAUSER:1978,
THERNSTROM: 1972) This is also true in my sample. Mr. Ho's father
was a banker and he wanted his son to be a banker and sent him to
Hong Kong to complete his secondary education here® But Mr® Ho's
failure to meet his father's expectation was due largely to his
failure to secure the necessary education in Hong Kong® In Mrs®
Liu's case, her father, a university graduate, majoring in education,
insisted that she should complete tertiary education at least, his
liberal attitude towards his child explained Mrs® Liu's independent
character® Miss Moore's father insisted that his children should
receive tertiary education® Mr. Yima Malaysian born Chinese, a
university graduate too, also regarded tertiary education as basic
and that Chinese culture and civilisation cannot be abandoned.
Father's influence on his children, is apparent and is mainly affected
through education®
A father also influences his children in the choice of
occupation, in instilling in them the kind of outlook, aspiration
and ambition necessary for future accomplishment. Miss Leung's
father is a professional man, he is pleased to see his child
turning out to be a professional (as an educational psychologist)
herself. Mr. Yew's father is a vhitc-collar worker, and Mr. Yew's
first job was also a white-collar one® Miss Ng's father is a
jewelry merchant; Miss Ng's interest in business and her cosmopolitan
outlook are not unrelated to her father's influence. Though the
next generation may not necessarily have to step into their father's
shoes, the correlation between the father's occupational status and
son's or daughter's occupational status is apparent. In some cases
a father's network can be utilized for the child's subsequent
occupational placement, too.M. -i-•
Class tends tc perpetuate. Success often breeds success.
Occupational achievement obtained by a father often smoothens the
way for the next generation. As illustrated in the case of Philippine
entrepreneurs, the big industrialists of the important manufacturing
industries traced their mobility to previous generations. Success
is accumulated over a number of generations.( CAROLL: 1962)
»
Thernstrom (THERNSTROM: 1972) also mentioned the pull of the
initial advantage. It is more likely for the sons of the professionals
than the sons of the manual workers to become professionals. Mobility
in the latter case is more apparent in the case of cohort mobility,
but moving a few more rungs up the social ladder is the extent of
mobility likely to be attained. The American dream of an individual
of very humble origin carving out a successful business career of
his own remains a myth. A person's career prospects are not un¬
affected by his class of origin, which limits the maximum level of
achievement that can be attained.
Furthermore, though differential migration creates vacancies
for social climbing yet these vacancies are not necessarily filled
by those on the lower rungs of the social ladder. New competitors,
armed with better educational qualifications and good career histories,
are more likely to rival the 'upwardly mobile' group The extent
of mobility that can be attained by the latter should not be exaggerated,,
As Thernstrom points out, the impact of father's background
not only affects the son's education, worid-view and first job but
also his last job too® This is to say that chances to move up do
exist for the next generation but chances to skid down are also higher
among the descendants of the working class® The first and second
generation groups who are successful thus served as platforms that
boosted the position of the latter generation® Their success
breeds further success; these groups once established, structural
factors operate to keep them there®
My sample, though too small to draw generalisations, does
reveal similar patterns® A father's education and occupation do
»
affect the sonls or daughter's education and occupation® The
number of people who can climb up the rungs of the social ladder
is small® If they do, the extent of mobility is rarely very drastic,
as illustrated in the following table®
Interviewee
Interviewee's presentJL
o c c u p a t i o n e d u c a t i o n
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director manager 3 various 1- 3
research manager 3 small businessman«
director manager 3 small businessman-
contractor 1 skilled craftsman 1
lecturer 3 ex-Ching officer
columnist 3 nuclear physicist 3
manager 8,- director 3 manager 3
personnel manager 3 small businessman-
company secretary 3 jewel merchant
teacher 2 teacher 2
lecturer 3
ed. psychologist 3 professional 3
5 T7 A_
court interpreter 2 white collar 3
manufacturerindustralist 2 manufacturer 2
proprietor retailor 2
hawkerstreet-store owner nil~ nil
teacher 3 businessman 2
white collarclerk 2 white collar 2
fisherman nil fisherman nil
Chinese medicineproprietor 2
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Mr. Moore was an unusual case indeed— as naval officer he would be
primary, he was right at the bottom but later rose to be a reporter,
tparhpr and translator.
1= primary education 2- secondary education 3= rtiary or higher
As revealed in the sociological literature, mobility is
generally attributable to economic growth and cohort mobility than
to individual mobility in the strict sense of the word. This is
to say that in keeping structural change constant, mobility is
still largely affected by class of origin As Goldthorpe points
out, absolute mobility is certain, but relative mobility is much
in doubt. In the latter case, stability rather than change is the
rule (GOLDTHORPS: 1980). In other words, without economic growth
and structural change, the amount of mobility that can be observed
is minimal
Glass of origin not only affects intergenerational mobility,
it also affects the kind of opportunity structure available to the
individual. Job-seeking behaviour, as Granovetter puts it, is a
social process (GRANOVETTER: 1979)• Many jobs, especially senior
posts, are secured through connections and contacts An individual
often activates his network structure to secure relevant information
and to be informed of new opportunities opened. Upper class people
by virtue of the interlocking directorate, business connections,
meetings and professional associations etc. come into contact with
people from a vider ranger of occupational groupings. Their scope
and the breadth of their communication networks and information flovs
is much vider. In contrast, though lover class people also activate
their networks, they do not benefit from such extensive network
structures because their friends and acquaintances are in similar
occupational niches and class positions as themselves. Their
occupations are not representative of the general occupational structure.
Luck and chance rarely come their way.
Though the impact of class on mobility has been almost
established as an objective fact and subjective reality and class
is still a restraining factor limiting the extent of mobility, yet
how individuals subjectively evaluate their life chances is another
matter.. Individuals are aware of their own handicaps, but rarely
do they attribute their handicaps to their class of origin® They
conceive them in individual terms more than in group terms® They
interpret their handicaps as their own individual problem, not a
problem common to their class, or a result of inequality and
injustice inherent in the system, As Thernstrom puts it, when sons
of professionals are four times more likely than others to be
employed in professional jobs, the rigidities and self-perpetuation
tendencies of the system are apparent. Yet the belief in theO X Ju
openness of the system which is made possible by rapid economic
growth and cohort mobility bringing benefits to both groups helps
to diffuse class resentments and reinforce the politics of consensus,
Individuals blame themselves not the system, Political explosive
anger vas thus transformed into self-deprecating guilt® (THERNSTROM:
1972 258) Such discrepancies are also observable in my small
sample. This phenomenon will be closely analysed in the following
section.
Subjectivity and Mobility Strategies
It is interesting to note that the interviewees in my sample,
even the most lowly, poor and unsuccessful, rarely expressed overt
discontent about the system, or the class structure. Their feelings,
as I observe, is a mixture of self-pity, self-contempt, fatalism
and only occasionally some kind of bitterness towards the social
system In other words, their conception of 'handicap 7 is highly
individualized If an individual is unsuccessful, it is because
of his bad luck, his own inadequacies, his personal problem but
not a social matter, This is obvious when subjects were asked
what they would do if they-could start all over again
I would not marry at such an early age, I would
invest in receiving more education17 (Mr Lee, 68)
I would not contemplate staying in Hong Kong, I
would immigrate to France77 (Mr Ho, f0)
If I were a boy, I would choose to be a professional
and Invest more on education, (Miss Wan, 3)
If I were to start all over again, I would not be a
clerk, I would go to university, like my brothers®
(Mr Tarn, 30)
I would be a civil servant I prefer security to
risks and challenges The competition in my field is
far too much for me (Mr Yiu, 5)
In other words, their mediocricy is accounted for in terms
of adopting a wrong strategy! Sometimes they do lament over luck
and fate. They do blame happenings that disrupt their plans
Occasionally, they do show some kind of bitterness toward society;
but their target of attack is rarely solely class or social structure
Behind such regrets for adopting the wrong strategies lies
a set of values, assumptions and expectations® My interviewees
felt they would have been able to accomplish such and such if they
had not done this and that. This may not be true, as the amount
of accomplishment is often exaggerated• They would have been able
to attain such and such if they had made a wiser decision at that
time® This may not be true either, as the kind of attainment may
not be realizable. Nevertheless, the hope is still there, the
castles are still in the air® Dreaming is unrealistic but what is
important is that the courage to make dreams keeps their aspirations
alive, their high-spirits rejuvenated, and sustains them to pursue
their unaccomplished goals through other means®
Aspirations For Children and Dual Value System
Goldthorpe pointed out that the working class had rising
aspirations for their children but that the discrepency between
aspiration and actual outcome was also great® (GOLDTHORPE: 1980)
Only 1% in Goldthorpe's sample turned out to be successful. Working
class people certainly had fantasies but whether these fantasies
were realizable was much doubted®
My sample is too small to draw similar generalisations.
Besides, some interviewees are still single at middle age,their
aspirations for their 'children' remains unknown. Yet, seme devia¬
tions from Goldthorpe's finding are observable. Some interviewees
reveal a 'dual value system' as pointed out in Chapter III. They
can aspire to a skilled manual job and a professional one simultaneously.
This perhaps reflects their ambiguity or dilemma. Making dreams
is one thing but making dreams come true is another„ The 5 dual
value system helps to arbitrate between these two extremes. The
individuals is thus psychologically prepared for each of the out-
comes, Hoping for the best and expecting the worst is a useful
psychological weapon to guard against disappointment.
In other cases, especially for those who are mobility-con-
scious, aspirations for their children are rather high, a phenomenon
consistent vith Goldthorpe's finding, but my sample is still too
small to draw any generalisation.
The work attitudes and occupational choices of the working
class also reveal interesting phenomena. The division of labour
and fragmentation of work tasks have increased the efficiency of
production but at the expense of stifling the creativity and job
satisfaction of the working class. As Adam Smith put it,
division of labor has potentially disastrous effects
upon the moral and intellectual qualities of the labour
force,
upper ranks of society as a group is thoroughly insulated
from the ravages of the division of labour
(ROSENBERG: 1965: 138)
But Adam Smith was less concerned vith these effects, he
did not fear that such developments would constitute a serious
impediment to continued technological change.
Vith division of labour, creativity of society as a
whole grows while that of the labouring poor declines
(ROSENBERG: 1965)
The working class is thus faced with the work dilemma of
choosing an occupation which is more intellectually stimulating and
emotionally gratifying. In other words, it is a choice between
greater intrinsic value or greater extrinsic renumenative reward.
It is also a decision as to how to minimize the detrimental influence
of the modern division of labour and maximise the economic reward of
work Goldthorpe summarises this work dilemma in terms of choosing
either initiative, relative autonomy, variety in work or a job that
affords the highest rate of economic return. According to Goldthorpe's
findings, working class peopleemphasise instrumental aspects of work
and devalue its other aspects. He claims that they prefer to accept
geographical mobility in order to gain higher pay rather than main¬
tain a solidarity network. And he argues that their affluence is
gained through sacrificing a higher level of job satisfaction arid
through social deprivation. The latter term refers to over-time
work, irregular working hours, and intellectual and cultural im¬
poverishment which are considered worthwhile in order to secure
a better monetary reward, (GOLDTHORPE: 1980).
Similarly, I have already shown in the last chapter that
the occupational choice of this group is more related to external
factors such as a better renumerative reward, security, good chances
than to any intrinsic attractions inherent in the specific type of
work. The lack of sophistication in differentiating personal assets
and situational assets owes much to the greater emphases on renumera¬
tive rewards and other opportunist factors®, Job satisfaction has
a lower priority than monetary reward.
On Turnover
This attitude is reflected in the serious turnover problem
that exists in Hong Kong Rapid turnover implies, of course,
that many people change their jobs frequently® Job changing is
more marked among the relatively unsuccessful and those on the
lower rungs of the social ladder® In the case of the successful,
commitment and job sat is fact-ion are apparent and there is little
or no turnover problem® This is illustrated as follows:-
Mr®'Yiu, now the director and manager of a food manufac¬
turing company has been with the company ever since his
graduation® He is aged b2 now and his first and perhaps
his last job are with the same company®
Miss Wu, ex-lecturer, aged 70 has been with one department
throughout her life except during the war period when she
became a medical-chemist in a phamaceutical shop® The
intellectual satisfaction she derived from her work kept
her in this field® She did not contemplate other career,
such as a political career in the civil service®
if Mrs® Yee, a personel manager has stayed with the company
for over nine years® This is her second job®
if Mr® Yew has been a court interpreter for eight years and
would like to remain so®
if Mr® Lo has been with his company ever since he was in his
mid tventies® He is now 68 and he grows with the company,
if Mrs® Wan became a doctor after her graduation. She is the
head of a hospital, and she would like tc remain so®
In contrast, Mr Siu, construction worker, aged kO, has
changed jobs over fifteen times He is a rolling stone but each
move offers a little more in the matter of renumerative reward,
Status-wise, skill-wise, his mobility remains horizontal Mr.
Tam, importing clerk, aged 3? changed jobs four times and is
contemplating a fifth move once he gets the relevant qualifications
but in a field entirely different from his previous ones Mrs Lau,
aged 60, an ex-hawker, ex-street-store owner, reported that she has
also changed jobs many times in her life, as amah, as peddler, as
factory worker moving from one industry to another, as hawker etc
In the successful cases mentioned earlier, mobility has been verti¬
cal even though jobs have not been shifted many times In the
others, turnover does not bring greater vertical mobility in the
long run, though ad hoc or sporadic benefits can still be reaped
Many of my interviewees who are also employees expressed
their discontent over this state of affairs and also revealed some
of their strategies to deal with the problem:-
My father has been staying with the construction
company ever since his graduation He is now almost
the top man in the company His success is mainly
due to his loyalty and commitment to the company
Nowadays, such a sense of commitment and loyalty
is absent among the young people, I can hardly
understand how they can shift from one firm to
another for just a few dozen dollars! echoed Mrs Liu
(Mrs Liu, director manager,34
The turnover problem among the salesgirls is more
seriouso I like to recruit girls from resettle¬
ment areas and offer them a better paid job. If
they are good, I am willing to promote them
(Miss Moore, director manager,30
My factory is just a small one, I cannot demand much
from my employees For the important jobs requiring
skills, I recruited skilled workers, men in their
middle age, and offered them monthly salaries For
the unskilled work, I recruit housewives, and am very
permissive towards them. They can go home to prepare
their meals and send their children to school before
they come to work here in the afternoon If I have
more work waiting to be done, I ring them up and they
sometimes bring their neighbours along with them I
offer them piece rates said Mr Lee
(Mr Lee, proprietor manager,68)
I rarely employ illegal immigrants and never Vietnam
refugees We train our workers ourselves through the
apprenticeship system but nov; we also recruit 9 ready-
made skilled workers and offered them monthly salaries
As to the minor jobs, we offer piece-ratesft
(Mr. Lo, manager director, 68)
The turnover problem is becoming more and more serious
In the old days, vcrkers were less unstable. Nowadays,
youngsters tend to come one day and go on the next day.
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They do not like night shifts. In the recent years,
our company chooses mechanization to substitute for
workers.
(Mr. Yim, director & manager, 42)
"The turnover problem among the construction workers
is a very serious one but it is also a very common
phenomenon in our field."
(Fro Yiu, contractor, 53)
"Amon the brokers, inter-firm mobility is very common.
Each move is mainly motivated by the money factor as
vertical mobility through promotion is rare in our
field."
(Mr. Kwok, research manager, 31)
Though high turnover is condemned by many employers, yet
job changing is also evaluated positively by some of my interviewees
According to Mr. Kwok, his decision to change from being a teacher
to being a broker was a correct one. Now he earns over $10,000
per month and the job gives hi mm exc fitment, chances to make big
decisions and great renumerative reward. If he had stayed in the
teaching profession, he would have mourned over it for the rest of
his life. Mr. Tam also said that changing job helped him to have
fresh experiences and evade the deteriorating human relationship
in his former company. Mr. Ma also thought that if little improve-
ment had been made by staying in one occupation over several gene-
rations (like the fishermen), it was logical that the younger
generations should not step into their fathers' shoes Miss Moore
considered that her previous experience in a number of executive,
managerial and public relations posts had made her more versatile
and better adapted to her present job She preferred to call this
systematic induction rather than simply turnover which she
associated with bad connotations
From the perspective of asset-consciousness, the value of
turnover is also debatable. Job changing may imply a lack of
confidence about one's assets, uncertainty about one5s sense of
direction or inability to perceive situational particularities®
In this case, the individual has to re-identify his assets, and
sharpen his perceptiveness of situational constraints and benefits
before placing himself in a new occupational niche® But staying
in one job or field helps him to develop a longer time perspective,
trains him to be more tolerant of fluctuations and more observant
of situational assets. In the long run, he will learn how to
develop new possibilities, explore new horizons and circumvent
constraints, a perceptiveness vhich he may not be able to
develop if he often changes his job.
Black and Lynch (BLACK LYNCH: 1967) have pointed out that
turnover is sometimes detrimental to the career history of the
individual Failure and incompetence are damaging to one's record
and makes it doubly hard to get a fresh start somewhere. They
consider that the individual who chooses to change his job as a
solution to his problems is in fact retreating from present problems.
His moves are lateral, even downward, lack of judgement, lack of
stamina and emotional immaturity are his weakness® (BLACK LYNCH:
196'7s5) Besides, the grass is not necessarily greener in another
company!
Changing one's job is justified only in the case when an
individual is offered a more rewarding assignment, more money,
better title, a greater chance to demonstrate ability and better
career advancement, or in case the present job is a dead-end
assignment, lacking scope for talents. Turnover, generally speaking,
should be based on fact not on feelings® (BLACK LYNCH: 196?)
Whether job changing in Hong Kong is such a well-planned
pre-meditated act is much to be questioned® Whether the nature of
turnover at the executive level and at the manual unskilled workers®
level is the same is also much to be doubted® But the argument I
want to put forward is that turnover has in fact often been employed
as a strategy or a solution to the problems of obstructed mobility
and grievances® Thus, it implies an individualistic inclination to
solve problems at the personal rather than at the group level®
Obstructed mobility is rarely viewed in a structural context; nor
are personal problems usually seen as being linked with the problems
of one's fellow men. Individual solutions, as perceived, are
considered much more reliable than group solutions® Unless it is
essential for him to do so, an individual is unlikely to ally with
others; he prefers to avoid the risks and uncertainties inherent
in an instrumental relationship.
According to Joe England, the reasons why workers use
turnover to express their grievances instead of strikes are not
unrelated to the peculiar economic structure of Hong Kong (JOE
ENGLAND: 1975) Manufacturing, the foundation stone of Hong
Kong's present-day economy, and by far the most important employer
is light-industry oriented. The skills required, especially at
the early phase of economic development, are minimal Workers
are thus easily replaced and substituted Factories in Hong Kong
are mainly small-scale and employ few workers. Many factories
close and are established within a short time Often they are
'seasonal3 and have a 5 short life-span', being affected by changes
in the external market and fluctuations in the international scene
This, together with the abundant supply of cheap labour, lowers
the bargaining power of the workers. Such a peculiar economic
structure makes unionization difficult and turnover thus becomes
a more effective way to express grievances and circumvent difficulties.
Furthermore, in Hong Kong, wage increases have been procee¬
ding faster than the increase in the price index. Hong Kong's
proimity to China and the stable food prices in the communist
economic structure have helped to keep prices stable over a long
period of time. As a result, progress and improvement in Hong Kong
standards of living have become more and more apparent
As the Hong Kong economic structure undergoes changes, the
effectiveness of using turnover as a solution to the mobility problem
becomes doubtful. Already in some occupational niches, turnover has
ceased to be an adaptive strategy. Individuals will have to re¬
evaluate their assets, handicaps and situational constraints, or
perhaps contemplate group strategies instead of relying solely on
their own individual efforts and strategies, as in the past.
On New Individualisra and Family-centredness
The emphasis on individual efforts and stragegies to solve
'personal problems is not unrelated to the changing interkinsmen
and interpersonal relationships in an urban context. As depicted
in chapter II, interkinsmen relationships become more utilitarian
and instrumental. The ascriptive-particularistic element is lost.
Interkinemen relationships are marked by a weakening of emotional
solidarity and sense of identification. Active network construction
behaviour is observable especially in job hunting. Friendship-
based and work-based networks are utilized. Network stretch is an
adaptive strategy to complement the inadequacies of one's 'given'
kinship network. But whether the newly established network struc¬
ture is necessarily associated with emotional solidarity and sense
of identification is much in doubt.
I would argue that the aforementioned reliance on personal
effort and turnover (or job changing) as a solution to mobility
problems is a reflection of the increasing, uncertainty about human
relationships. The outward-stretch of network relationships has
to be complemented by an inward-looking strategy in order to cushion
the individual from the risks and uncertainties inherent in purely
instrumental relationship. By this, I do not mean that friends are
necessarily untrustworthy and that all fellowmen are to be considered
wicked and unreliable. Such cynicism is based on a prejudiced view
of human nature and should not be allowed to colour serious intel¬
lectual endeavour. Rather, I would like to argue that the reliance
on individual efforts and the adoption of an inward-looking strategy
are functional and necessary on sociological grounds.
Human relationships, especially non-ascriptive ones,
need nurturing. Reciprocity, giving and receiving, sharing of
experiences, exchange of ideas etc. are necessary to stablize and
maintain an intimate relationship. Intensive, intimate relationships
are likely to occur among individuals of similar background. Diver¬
gences in class background make communication more difficult and
affect the intensity of interaction. Geographical mobility also
lessens the chances for interaction. In my interviews, two subjects
who have not secured intimate and sustaining friendships have either
gone up the social ladder or remained on one level while others have
gone up In a third case, geographical mobility has disrupted an
interviewee's former relationship with his peers The three cases
are described below.
Mr. Yiu's mobility is impressive, he has moved up from
the humble status of an apprentice to that of a con-
tractor and owner of a contracting company. When asked
how many people helped him in his job, Mr. Yiu replied,
I don't think I can rely on too many people. I can
only trust a few And vhen asked who would help him
in a crisis situation, he replied, None! Nobody can
help you, not even relatives
When Mr Tarn was asked whom he mixed with, he said he
was acquainted with some students in the library.
(Mr Tam has a habit of going to public libraries after
his work). Vhen asked if he has retained any intimate
friendship with his schoolmates, he said many of them
had gone on to tertiary education. He left school ana
worked immediately afterwards. He has lost contact with
them.
0- Mr. Kwok when asked what his leisure activities were
replied, I do not have many leisure activities but I
like drinking very much. I must say I am not an alcoholic,
I just enjoy the moment and the relaxing atmosphere after
a hard day's work. On Sundays, I sometimes go picnicking
with my wife and my son. Mr. Kwok received his tertiary
education abroad. He completed his first degree and second
degree there. He never mentioned his old school mates
during the three hours of interview.
I would argue that social and geographical mobility have
disrupted many primary group relationships. The severance of ties
with old friends makes the individual more isolated. In the case
of the upwardly mobile, integration into a' new stratum is possibly
easier, but in the case of downward mobility, integration into the
lower stratum is more difficult. (HAL3WACHS: 195$) Putting the
case in an extreme form. Evely Ellis even argued that:
Mobility frequently is inspired by unsatisfactory early
primary group relations and...
leads to a further dete.rioati.on of primary group relation¬
ships with accompanying neurotic symptoms.
(EVELYN ELLIS: 1952)
The psychological disruption is not the point at issue
here, but the trend towards greater individualism and the taking
of problems on one's own frail shoulders is apparent.
Interviewees who mentioned their friends in our con-
versations showed great selectivity in their choice of friends
The social status of their close friends were closely correlated
with their own, great discreprencies in status, assets, income
were rare. The following cases serve to illustrate the point.
I asked Mrs. Liu, a wine merchant, who are her best
friends and what are their jobs She replied that
one of her best friends is a banker, a broker and a
lady golfer, another is an executive of a cosmetic
firm, but unfortunately, she has migrated to Canada
Miss Ng earned over $170,000 perannum excluding bonus
and fringe benefits Impressed by such high pay, I
asked Miss Ng if she was well-above others in terms
of income To my surprise, she said she was just the
average among her friends and peers.
A friendship-based network, is more selective and less
ascriptive than a kinship-based network. Among friends, status,
income, education level attained and 'amount of assets possessed
do not show great discrepancies. Such similarity in interests,
status and life-styles makes entry by individuals of different
background difficult. The highly selective nature of friendship-
based networks also excludes many 'outsiders'. To be accepted by
friends, one must also exhibit comparable assets and similarity
in status.
Acquaintances are useful in expanding the individual's
communication network. The breadth of coverage is achieved at
the cost of sacrificing the intensity and intimacy of interaction.
As Mr. Yiu said, nTo have a few intimate friends is better than
to have many superficial friends.tf
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The relationship with acquaintances is more secondary,
task-oriented, ad hoc and instrumental. Friends and primary group
relations are important for maintaining personal identification.
But unlike the kind of ascriptive-particularism enjoyed in residential
families or in traditional familism, friendship relationships are
highly selective. The criteria for entry are based on objective
grounds: congenial, temperaments, comparable statuses, similar in¬
terests® For an intimate relationship to be established, some kind
of self-analysis and choice has to be made„
This kind of self-consciousness, status-consciousness, per¬
sonality-consciousness is less apparent in the idealised form ofI
traditional familism in which acceptance is unconditional and
asciptive-particularistic. The change in human relationships in
the modern context necessitates the emergence of such p.wareness and
self-consciousness.
It is interesting to note that the married interviewees
differ from the single ones in that the former's priority concern
lies in their families while the latter1s is diffused among friends
and acquaintances. A kind of family-centredness, like that noted by
Goldthorpe, is observable in my sample• Many interviewees reserved
Sundays and weekends for family functions., Mr. Kwok went on picnics
with his wife and son on Sundays. Mrs. Liu preferred to stay with
her family on Sundays and weekends Mrs. Yee explicitly expressed
her unwillingness to have the interview conducted on Saturday. She
has made a firm principle to reserve weekends and Sundays exclusive¬
ly for family and children Mr. Lee never joined other associations
.but he preferred to watch television and play mahjong occasionally
at home. As for the rest of the interviewees, many of them are
single and this question is not applicable to them.
The 'middle class' families in my sample are often children-
centred. Mrs. Yee is particularly conscientious about this I've
my own way of bringing up children, I don't like to be influenced
by others. I am very strict about my children. 1 don't allow them
to watch television.
My conflicts with my wife are always centred about our
children 1 donf't like my children to watch television
L insist that my children should not abandon Chinese
Culture. said Mr Yim.
My way of dealing with children is to keep the com¬
munication line open. said Mrs Liu.
My interviewees are also very conscientious in sending their
children to reputable schools They show great selectivity in their
choice of schools even at the primary school level
As thus seen, a kind of family-centredness becomes a
dominant ideology among the middle-class families• Constructed
networks and other connections are functional on other occasions
but they are not supposed to intrude into their private life The
segregation of the two spheres is apparent0
According to Goldthorpe, family-centredness is a middle-
class tradition, but the working-class also shows a similar trend«
They are also very child-centred, education-centred and family-
centred n Family-centredness is a term coined by Goldthorpe which
means greater withdrawal into private life, predominant concern with
one's family's standard of living, one's own prospects of advancement,
the education of one's children and their opportunities to enter
superior occupations (GOLDTHORPE: 199) Goldthorpe also noted that
working class people today preferred geographical mobility vith higher
pay to maintaining a solidarity network (GOLDTHORPE: 1969) New
individualism and instrumental collectivism are also words coined
by him to depict the new working class ideplogy and new patterns of
interpersonal relationships
These observations are also consistent vith those of Stefan
Zweig. According to Zveig, the vorker in affluent society thinks
primarily about himself, about the individual aspect of the problem,
not about the social situation or the social structure Glass
identity is not associated with feelings of class allegiance Ero¬
sion of class constraints to upwardly mobile positions or resignation
are common attitudes Only 9% of workers (in Zweig's sample) re¬
garded revolt as a way out of their problems Zveig also points out
that:
the present-day worker is a man cut off from
working class traditions and who possesses no
general principles, no world-view, which might
give a direction to his life
workers tend more and more to withdraw into
private life.
(BOTTOMORE:1966: 67)
Asset-Consciousnese-the Hong Kong Emphasis
My attention is drawn to the paradox inherent in the inter-
personal relationships in urban Hong Kong. On the one hand, as
depicted in Chapter II, network construction and network stretch
are important to individual6s occupational placement and advance-
ment, on the other hand, this outward-looking strategy is comple-
mented (if not supplanted) by inward-looking strategies- family-
cent redness, individualism, turnover and reliance in individual
efforts.
I have suggested that from the individuals point of view,
such inward-looking strategies are necessary to cushion him from
the risks and uncertainties inherent in the outward stretch
strategies. Of course, whether the relationship is a causal one
still awaits further verification; nevertheless, inward-looking
strategies represent an attempt to vary or diversify the means of
achieving an end. They are more easily controlled and mastered by
the individual; and are thus more reliable than outward-looking
strategies, the effectiveness of which is dependent upon other
people and therefore uncertain. Inward-looking strategies are
like, safety-valves for the individual, or the ultimate anchor he
can hold to even if the whole outside world turns him down
These strategies, subjectively construed, are related to
the pecularities of the objective socio-economic structure in Hong
Kong The smallness of the employment unit in the majority of
factories, their smallness in scale, their susceptibility to
fluctuations in the world market, the instrumental human relation-
ships (including kinship relationships), the uncertain political
future all these together create uncertainties and instabilities,.
Hong Kong citizens adapt to this situation by developing an ad hoc
attitude to work and to human relationships Transiency in the
objective situation has moulded a ftransient' mentality in the
subjective consciousness of the individual„ Turnover, opportunistic
behaviour, a short time perspective become justified and even accepted
as prevalent norms in society
Uncertainty in the macro-system spurs the individual to
search for certainty in the micro-system: in the family and in the
self A better management of family resources, a better under-
standing of individual assets, a reliance on individual efforts
are subjectively perceived as more concrete and more easily manage-
able In contrast, the multiplicity of objective variables shaping
their destiny are both too remote and too complex to be handled.
They are even too complicated to comprehend. To slight the macro-
system and concentrate one's resources and energy on the micro-
system seems to be a more feasible strategy.
One social critic made the following comment on the so-
called Hong Kong mentallity:
If one compares Hong Kong with Singapore, one can
say Singapore has a measure of dignity.» People
there have forged an identity for themselves
They know who they are and are proud of who they
are. In Hong Kong, everyone wants a good job, a
comfortable living Few people seem to worry about
whether they lose anything in the process like, for
instance, self respect I see a large degree of
ignorance in Hong Kong, partly attributable to
illiteracy and partly attributable to parochialism




I would argue that Hong Kong citizens do have self-respect
but it is in the individualistic sense, and with a psychological
twist. I am who I am, with my achievements and failings; but I
do not know who I am,my national identity is scrappy; and I do not
know vhether the® Ghineseness' in me is something I should be proud
of. In other words, the kind of segregation between self and the
world (or nation) at large is intentional and not without psycholo¬
gical value® The divorce between the micro and the macro-system
represents a failure to immerse oneself with affection and total
ft
personality in society and history®
At this juncture, it is worthwhile to relate inward-looking
strategies to the asset-consciousness thesis® From my point of
view, Hong Kong citizens being marginal to both cultures (east and
west) and ambivalent towards ideologies, (left or right), integration
between self and the vorld becomes problematic® Asset-consciousness
serves to bridge the gap between the micro and the macro® Situa¬
tional particulars are observed, constraints are circumvented,
individual assets are valued. A sense of self-worth and identity
is restored; but often at the expense of neglecting normative
concerns as expounded in Chapter III Asset-consciousness is
thus seen as both an outward-looking and an inward-looking
strategy® However, 5 asset-consciousness5 can appear in different
forms and perhaps pathological ones: excessive concern for the
micro, self-withdrawal, individualism and even 'narcissism', a
totally inward-looking strategy bred in a political limbo®
Though some kind of asset-consciousness is also observable
in other countries and exists independent of space and time, yet
the kind of asset-consciousness as the basis (if not the sole basis)
for self-respect is unique; and that asset-consciousness, without
equal regard for macro concerns, is unparalleled® 5 Asset-conscious¬
ness9? especially the more 'pathological® form, represents the tip
of an iceberg® Ninetenths of which is comprised (to use a Freudian
analogy) of repressed anxiety and insecurity® Withdrawal into the
micro and socio-cultural estrangement are immersed by a strong ego
«
and pushed into oblivion by the progress and prosperity that has
been achieved in Hong Kong
Putting it in another way, 'asset-consciousness® as an
adaptive strategy, as a form of forced consciousness (if not
false-consciousness), and as a dominant mode of modernconsciousness
(if not an ideology) can be seen as an uniquely Hong Kong phenomenon,
unprecedented and unparallelled in historical experience®•f
In other industrialized societies where competition in the
job-market is keen and mobility is rapid, asset-consciousness is
also an observable phenomenon, but the kind of asset-consciousness
has a different emphasis Asset-consciousness and .individualism
are not necessarily the same thing nor are asset-consciousness
and social or political consciousness necessarily mutually exclusive»
In Hong Kong, variations in emphasis do exist. The more educated,
though asset-conscious, are also socially and politically conscious.
Business men, besides being asset-conscious, find if imperative to
know what is going on in the political scene. But on the whole,
'asset-consciousness' and a kind of withdrawal into the micro are
closely related to political apathy in Hong Kong. They are also
related to the fragmentation of human relationships in post-immigra¬
tion Hong Kong, and the dominance of secondary-relationships in
industrialised, urbanised Hong Kong. I must admit that data are
still too scanty to draw any firm generalisations; but the present
thesis reveals the insights I have obtained from the qualitatix~e
data I have collected so far; many more researches would have to
be conducted for further verification and specification of the
applicability of these insights across different classes and
occupations
Individual Mobility and Progress
The positive side of asset-consciousness has been fully
expounded in Chapter III. Its contribution to the progress and
prosperity of Hong Kong should not be slighted, which, in turn,
further reinforces that positive attitude Bather than saying that
one causes the other, I would say the two are mutually supportive.
In the absence of great discrepency between subjectivity and
objectivity, dissonance can be avoided, and the positive attitude
is further internalised
A positive, optimistic attitude to life and work has also
been described in other migrant societies As pointed out by
Vinnikoff, such a positive attitude is also conducive to the pro¬
gress and prosperity of the nation
The success history of the United States was deter¬
mined by repeated waves of immigrants who had the
courage, the foresight and the determination to
improve their lives and the lives of their beloved
ones
They came with the dynamic will and willingness to
work They worked very hard, and they were fairly
respectable people Above all, they dared to dream
of better things. The practical unison of those
dreams with the realities of the day had much to do
with the success of the nation Since a hard worker
is seldom a dreamer,
(VINNIKOFF; 1970; 41)
It is true that the economic progress achieved in Hong
Kong is a miracle It is also true that the resources are limited
But as Vinnikoff pointed out, success is not a matter of resources,
but more a matter cf will Many people can do remarkable things
with limited means,
It is debatable whether progress for a society as a whole
brings benefits to individuals. Prosperity and equity are not
necessarily synchronic. But as ve have already seen, a general
improvement in standards of living has certainly occurred. Even
the interviewees vho had experienced hardship also admitted that
there had been improvement Mr, Ma said that the lives of fisher¬
men were hard but that throughout these last few decades the
standard of living among them had improved greatly, Mrs, Lau who
had experienced much hardship also expressed similar feelings As
a hawker and an amah, she had done the humblest of humble jobs,
but now her sons had all received post-secondary education; one
is a teacher, one a civil servant, another a professional man
Mr Yiu who once earned ninety cents per day as an apprentice is
now a contractor and owner of a construction firm
The rapid rate of economic growth and structural change
blur the distinction between cohort mobility and true mobility.
They also obscure the rigidities and impermeability of class
barriers« Mobility is a non-zero-sum game„ Progress promises
mobility to individuals of different class origins. It allows
substantial privilege for the privileged and extensive opportunities
for the under-privileged to coexist simultaneously Undeniably,
the social system becomes more fluid, but its fluidity may be more
apparent than real because overall economic progress means that
everyone moves up.
As Thernstrom points out,
progress and class system in America explains the
dominant individualism of our national ethos and
the relative absence of acute class conflict in
our political history
Large numbers of workers were able to improve their
lot as individuals within the existing order, and hence
were not strongly motivated to mount collective protests
against the existing distribution of rewards. And those
who were not individually successful vitnessed enough
mobility on the part of their peers to believe that
their own failure vas the result of individual inadequacy
rather than of unjust social arrangements. Politically
explosive anger was thus transformed into self-deprecia~
ting guilt.
(THERNSTROM: 1972: 258)
The small number of cases and the purely qualitative
nature of the data collected in the present research can hardly
be utilized to assess the fluidity or rigidity of the Hong Kong
class system Such an ambitious attempt would be realizable only
through the collection of quantitative data across a considerable
period of time In this research, a more interpretative emphasis
has been used It is thus the intention of the writer to show
that the subjective values held and the strategies devised are not
unrelated to the changes in the macro system Asset-consciousness,
individualistic tendencies, and the belief in individual effort are
reinforced by changes in objective reality Progress as a whole
has conditioned a set of values, inculcated a set of beliefs, and
shaped new modes of interpretation and definition of situations
Given that the situation is still changing, however, these sets of
values, beliefs and interpretations may become irrelevant if not
redundant in the future— in which case, new strategies will have
to be devised
This view somehow fits with Thernstrcrn's The myth of the
American dream, or the possibility of turning rags~to-riche s is
realizable when the occupational structure undergoes drastic trans¬
formation American optimism vas shaped by historical conditions
But in future, when, occupational structural transformation tends
to stabilize, mobility is likely to become a zero-sum game Some¬
one's upward mobility will then be at the cost cf another one's
downward mobility. This would embitter large numbers of people,
heighten social conflict, and call for re-examination of the
opportunity ethic itself and a questioning of fundamental principles
(THERNSTROM: 1972)
Individual Handicaps or Group Handicaps?
Though individual effort and individual strategies were
generally emphasized by my interviewees, a number of cases in my
sample regarded individual strategies as inadequate if not in¬
effective solutions to their problems In such cases, handicaps
are viewed as a collective, not a personal problem The following
examples serve to illustrate the point
(1) The Case of a Profession With Clearly Established Avenue
for Mobility
Mr. Yew, a court interpreter, is very satisfied with his
job Normally, it takes eight years5 for an interpreter
J to be promoted to Interpreter II, and the chance for
promotion is half and half Mr. Yew, was promoted within
four years Though contented with his rapid promotion,
he was quite pessimistic about his future prospects
There is no prospect, because at 'present there is only
one senior court interpreter and he is an Eurasian. Once
promoted, an interpreter II has already reached the peak
of his career. I think this promotion structure is
ridiculous, I think there should be more senior court
interpreters.55 Mr. Yew said. At the present time,
court interpreters are joining unions to fight for their
rights and a better promotion prospect.
Mr Yew is very asset-conscious and mobility-conscious.
He upgrades himself in his translation techniques He joins
courses, reads widely and subscribes to translation journals He
is also highly conscious of the remunerative rewards associated
with the learning of new Chinese dialects in his field But he is
equally conscious that individual mobility has to take place in a
structural context, his knowledge of structural constraints and
limitations make him regard group strategy and unionization as
equally effective and necessary in promoting individual mobility
It is more difficult to conceive of handicaps and assets
at the group level than at the individual level In the case of
the civil service and fields marked by a high degree of bureaucrati¬
zation, the assets necessary for entry are standardized,
the organizational structure is well-defined and avenues for mobility
clearly established The individual's future career path is highly
predictable and objectified. (ALINE VONG: 1972) Bureaucratization
and rationalisation have demystified a great many of the myths about
carving out one's career in other ways. Idiosyncracies and innova¬
tion are pushed to a peripheral status Creativity and individualism
must be within well accepted norms when deviant and innovative be¬
haviour are ruled ou an d avenues for mobility clearly established,
reliance on individual effort alone is no longer a useful strategy.
Structural factors and the rules of the game become more paramount
and determining.
With increasing bureaucratization, individual mobility can¬
not be viewed apart from organisational structure and goals. Thus,
Lockvood predicts that unionization and bureaucratization are
synchronic developments. (LOCKVOOD; 1958) Individual grievances
and blocked discontent are turned into generalized discontent.
Handicaps can no longer be conceived as individual problems but
have to be viewed in conjunction with the structure at large.
(2) The Case of a Closed Community
My interview with the fisherman, though this is now a
rather uncommon occupation in contemporary Hong Kong,
is surprisingly enlightening and thought-provoking.
The sense of we-ness or togetherness is very strong
among the fishermen at Kau Sal. Mr. Ma constantly
referred to himself as a Kau Sal Man instead of a
Cantonese, or Toy Sanese when asked of his place of
origin. He constantly referred himself and his fellow
fishermen as VJE fisherman, which is distinct from
THEY, the non-fishermen, or the 5 land people He is
conscious of handicaps, but often conceives them as a
group problem common to all fishermen rather than his own
personal problem. The oil crisis, the lack of manpower,
bad weather and turbulent sea, illiteracy are problems
he identified. Assets are also identified, courage, hard¬
working, perseverance, but these are framed in group terms
rather than in terms of his own individual attributes.
Some kind of differentiation within the fishing community
is also apparent; some run pleasure boats instead of
fishing, some go abroad and work in restaurants, some go
ashore to work in factories, some turn to the raising
of fish fry The sense of identity with the fish¬
ing community and with the village, is still very strong
The YE-ness versus the TKEY-ness, the fisherfolk versus
the land people, the Kau Sal. people versus the non Kau
Sai people are still important categories, as I over¬
heard in conversations and observed in their interaction
with other people
Achievements do vary among individuals, but progress is
also framed in general terms According to Mr. Ma, fisher¬
men have improved a great deal in terms of the standard of
living, the amount of education received and the improve¬
ment of the fishing boats and gear
The fishermans case is a rather a typical case to justify
generalisation to other sectors of the industrialized, urbanised
society Such a sense of WE-ness and togetherness is rare in other
fields and occupations High levels of social and geographical
mobility, separation of work from residence, rapid differentiation
of occupational structure, diversification in belief systems are
conducive to greater individualization of human relationships® A
sense of WE-ness is only possible in a secluded and closed community
like Kau Sai where people's occupations are relatively more homo¬
geneous. Their great similarities in assets and handicaps, such
as the lack of education, the threat of bad weather, the need for
courage and hard work etc. help them to view things in group terms
rather than individual terms. They also help to shape their common
world-view Annual rituals and ceremonies further help to inte¬
grate the members, reinforce their sense of community, and con¬
solidate their souse of identification.
These two cases, though divergent, help to raise a number
of controversial issues First, the idea of difference-conscious¬
ness or asset-consciousness is perhaps a myth Nature allows
differences to exist but nurture has trimmed these differences
The amounts of stimulation, education, socialisation given to
individuals in similar class positions are similar, or, in the
case of the fishermen, the great similarities of assets can be
attributed to similar exposure to environmental influences and
occupancy of similar occupational niches In this situation, the
assets possessed by one individual are not so dissimilar to another
When differences are underplayed, similarities in handicaps and
assets become most obvious and the sense of common fate or common
destiny is reactivated in people's consciousness Ve are all in
the same boat! The objective fact of similar situational constraints
outweighs the subjective definition of individual difference, and
sameness-consciousness replaces difference-consciousness If
difference-consciousness is to be granted a legitimate status in
the academic-world, the question of sameness-consciousness must
be settled too
Second, the notion that bureaucratization and rationalization
are guarantors of certainty and efficiency is a myth in the Hong
Kong contexto Bureaucratization and rationalization are certainly
obvious in the government sector. The avenues for mobility are
clearly established The qualification and criteria for promotion
are clearly specified. Idiosyncratic factors are underplayed. But
in many other spheres, uncertainty is the rule and certainty is
the exception. Many unknown variables operate in Hong Kong: the
legal status of Hong Kong after 1997? China's policy towards Hong
Kong, protectionism abroad, stability in Indo-China etc® This is
why many interviewees especially those who were directors and
managers and business men laid so much stress on the significance
of a sharp perception of the situation, critical judgement, and
making good decisions. Innovative and charismatic personalities
are valuable and important for them. Crises and difficulties can
be circumvented® Improvement, progress and the ability to make
a success depend on one's wit and will. As Mr® Kwok, (banker,
commodity exchange, 31) comments, there is no clearly defined
avenue for mobility in his field® In this world of speculation,
one must rely on one's own insight, decision, judgement and deter¬
mination to work one's way up and out.
Besides, the problems confronting modern men differ much
from those of the fishermen whose main worry is commonly identified
as the unpredictable weather. In other spheres, the plurality and
complexity of relevant variables are almost beyond comprehension
and specification, let alone beyond planning. An uncertain, un¬
predictable situation invites new ideas and new insights. Asset-
consciousness and difference-consciousness are thus highly valued;
and are a guarantee of the progress and resilience of society
Third, it is still debatable whether society becomes more
homogeneous or heterogeneous On the one hand, the fishermens
sameness-consciousness, conditioned by homogeneity of occupation,
experiences, and the relative closure of his community is an ex-
ception; heterogeneity is the rule In future, occupational
differentiation, geographical and social mobility will make even
his community more heterogeneous, in the way which is already
apparent in other sectors of society
But on the other hand, many other changes in the modern
world are now helping to trim these differences and obscure the
heterogeneity The emergence of a mass society, the imperialism
of the media (especially television), consumerism, and industrialism
have all pushed culture to a supra-class, supra-occupation, supra¬
national level, and so have helped to forge an identity which is
largely 'faceless» Can one argue that the result wil be what
Brezezinski has called a post-technotronic, Etzioni a post-modern,
Steiner a post-cultural and Boulding a post-civilized world in which
sameness is everywhere?
On Sameness Consciousness
The asset-consciousness or difference-consciousness thesis,
as thus seen, is not without its internal contradictions. On the
one hand, individuals are different; occupational differentiation,
heterogeneization, have created and invited varieties and diversi¬
ties. On the other hand, individuals are not so different after all;
nurture has trimmed the differences that nature bestows. This is
especially so when individuals come from similar class backgrounds
and face similar life chances Mass society also turns individuals
into faceless beings and mass entertainment appeals to the individuals8
lowest common denominators Thus, looking from one angle, individuals
are unique and irreplaceable; looking from another, individual dis¬
tinctions are blurred
The assetconsciousness or difference-consciousness thesis
(as elaborated in Chapter lll) has exaggerated the individualistic,
creative, and positive aspects of the behaviour of modern man But
asset-consciousness is not without its bad connotations especially
in the Hong Kong context It represents withdrawal into the micro,
socio-cultural estrangement and excessive individualism The tough
man portrayed here is not necessarily a happy man To complement
this picture, man8s relatedness to other men must also be examined
Facing similar situation and constraints, individuals come
to be conscious of their common destiny 'But this consciousness of
common constraints should not be confused with class-consciousness
Knowing that something is common to all individuals does not mean
that the 5 something1 is class Putting it in another way, the concept
of sameness-consciousness is not the same as the concept of class-
consciousness, for the former allows great flexibility and divergence
in the interpretation of reality while the latter assumes a certain
degree of consensus in identifying the key variable determining
destiny. Such a consensus, I would argue, is absent in Hong Kong
When I asked Mr« lev what the work of the union was, he
replied that its work was to promote the welfare and promotion
prosoects of the interpreters but it never touched on politics»
In other words, the kind of sameness-consciousness is prospect-
consciousness rather than political or class-consciousness®
Similarly, in the fisherman5s case, I think they are occupa¬
tion-consciousness, weather-conscious, Kau-Sai-conscious, deity cc
scious but whether class as a way of comprehending society ever
enters their mind is much to be doubted
Among other interviewees, the divergences in their sameness-
consciousness are also apparent. Mr. Tam and Mr® Ho are bachelorhood-
conscious; Mrs. Liu is good-family-background-conscious; Mr. Lee is
KMT-conscious, Sun-Yat-Sin-conscious; Mrs.Lau is age-conscious; Miss
Cheng is religion-conscious; Mr. Chan and Mr. Leung are occupation-
conscious; Mrs. Yiu is discipline-conscious, family-conscious; Mr.
Yiu is also discipline-conscious, personality-conscious; Mr. Yim is
very much culture-conscious and so on.
In other words, the criteria for identifying and relating
oneself to others are highly diversified and varied. One individual
stresses personality factors, another stresses occupational status,
while a third stresses values to be cherished... Furthermore, one
individual can accept a number of criteria at the same time while
another is more insistent on sticking to one single criterion.
Differences in the capacity to accomodate different criteria explain
both the ease and difficulty of establishing true human relationships.
Those who can accomodate divergent criteria are more versatile and
sociable while the opposite are highly selective in establishing
relationships with others
Class-consciousness necessitates the underplaying of other
'irrelevant1 criteria and the singling of the 'class' criterion as
a way of comprehending social relationships But the notion of
committing oneself to one single criterion and entering into con¬
sensus about hew social relationships are ordered is almost absent
among our citizens In contrast, sameness-consciousness allows
greater flexibilities in interpreting and ordering human relation¬
ships It shows greater capacity to accommodate differences, life-
views, world-views, personality types The semantic stretch in
sameness-consciousness is similar to the semantic stretch in kin
difinitions as explained in Chapter II Such semantic stretch offers
greater flexibilities in ordering human relationships It explains
the ease of developing the sense of 'oneness' and 've-ness' with
other fellow men
Thus, a person easily develops his sense of oneness when he
meets his heung-li (people from his own place of origin), he also has
that feeling when he meets people of the same occupational niche, he
also shares such feelings when he meets a nice man, like himself But
developing a sense of oneness based on class identification requires
consensus of world-views, commitment, and the courage to identify
the most significant criteria A plurality of factors and criteria
spares the individual from making such a decision and hence spares
him the risks involved in making a premature commitment
Semantic stretch in sameness-consciousness, like semantic
stretch in fcin definition offers flexibilities but suffers same
limitations., It creates dissensus. Without commonly agreed upon
criteria and interpretations of reality, the ordering of human
relationships becomes difficult, and the translation of affiliation
groups into action groups becomes impossible
That there is a lack of consensus in specifying the common
criteria behind 'sameness-consciousness6 is also evident from reading
the relerant sociological literature Differentiation and an uneven
rate of development in a society further make specification more
difficulto Marx considered class to be the most significant factor;
Weber regarded such an uni-dimensional analysis as inadequate For
him, reality has to be conceived in multi-dimensional terms and
status and power should be differentiated from class Durkheim re¬
garded occupational groupings as providing the most important criteria
for ordering relationships in industrialized, complex societies«
As thus seen, in the sociological literature, finer distinctions
are made Differentiation and specification are preferred to the use
of uni-dimensional or simplistic criteria. Weber's insistence on the
differentiation of society and its multi-dimensional nature captures
our attention to the fact that the economic dimension is not enough;
class, status and power appear in various combinations, and though
in most cases they are correlated, differentiation is still possible.
Madison agrees with Weber that distinctions of interests is a better
criterion than class. Durkheim's idea of the multiplicity of occupa¬
tional groups draws our attention to the existence and importance of
distinctive norms and ethics within a group. Stubs considers that the
middle stratum itself is highly heterogeneous; status community
is a better criterion for differentiating the groups® Similarly,
Veblen also considers status striving as an outstanding feature
of class society, while Martindale considers that status community
is important in consolidating assets in a group and Roger Brown
believes that occupation, race and income have a more profound
psychological reality than class® Thus the dissensus among the
sociologists is apparent.
Another phenomenon which has captured my attention is that
psychological and subjective interpretation of reality seem to take
precedence over the objective laws of social organisation® For example,
Centers differentiates between objectivist and subjectivist sociologists®
The former focus on income and occupation as criteria of differentiating
groupings; the latter focus on interests and consciousness® Plato,
Voltaio consider the state of being rich or poor the important criterion®
Marx focuses on relations of production,, St® Simon, Pareto, Mosca
consider power relations between the elite' and the masses, rulers and
ruled as important criteria, Turgot, Bauer, McComne consider occupa¬
tional groupings to be the most significant, and Veblen considers
leisure and economic consumption important criteria® Centers is closer
to Sombart in using subjectivity as a criterion® The latter focuses
his attention on ways of thinking which stand for a particular system
of economic organization. But, according to Centers, classes are
psychological groupings. A class represents
part of a person's ego and feeling on his part of
belongingness to something, an identification with
something larger than himself.
(CENTERS: 1961:27)
Centers also observes the 'I and ME discrepancy5 o Middle
and working class people view upper class people as forming a dis¬
tinct group marked by wealth, income, education, family background
and connections. The upper class view themselves as characterised
by good family origin, good character and leadership, and possessed
of good manners and a distinct way of life. They also view the lower
classes as poor, uneducated, with weak or bad characters, low morals,
lacking ability and intelligence, exhibiting shiftlessness, laziness
and a lack of ambition and an ability to innovate; while the working
class define themselves simply as a group working for a living.
(CENTERS: 1961)
Furthermore, in asking his respondents what the criteria
for inclusion into one's own class was, Centers found that half con¬
sidered them to be the way the person believes and feels about certain
things (CENTERS: 1961: 85) Thus, according to Centers:
The suggestion is strong that it is people whose
outlooks upon things are similar and who evaluate
things in similar ways who form themselves into
the same social class'.
(CENTRES: 1961:103)
The interesting point about Center's argument is that he is
stretching (if not replacing) Mark's materialist concoption of man
and history to a concern for psychology and fundamental existential
propositions: who am I, how do I look at myself, how do others lock
at me, with whom and for vrhat do I identify, how do I relate myself
to others, how do I evaluate things etc.- a complexity of attitudinal
and behavioural traits which constitute a psychological reality no
less important than the objective reality® This approach is not
without its problems® The excessive concern with inner reality and
universal existential problems often leads to an overlooking of
social and historical specificities and the undermining of the objective
laws of social organisation® The dialectical relationship between
subjectivity and objectivity becomes unclear. What constitutes the
crux of the matter is no longer the forces and relations of production,
but subjectivity and psychology, and emphasis which tends to be a
social and a historical and over-trivialized.
At this juncture, it is interesting to note that the idea of
'semantic stretch' (developed earlier in connection with kinship) is
also applicable in the case of 5 sameness consciousness'9 The multi¬
dimensional aspects of life and society are stressed. Greater diver¬
gences in outlook and ways of evaluating things will result, and greater
1- and- ME discrepancy will also follow.. Disensus impedes the
development of a common world-view and a common vay of comprehending
society® Semantic stretch functions more effectively in relating man
to other man. It offers greater flexibilities in ordering human relation¬
ships and greater ease of association. But, (unlike class consciousness),
it is less effective in turning an affiliation grouping into an action
group. The lack of an agreed-upon world-view or way of comprehending
society explains the difficulty of transforming ideas into action.
Bertrand Russell once remarked:
In regard to what is important, we are too paine, where
we are active it is over trivialities
(RUSSELL: 1960
In my opinion, this statement holds true in the Hong Kong situation
Reasons for the fading of class consciousness have been
widely discussed in sociological literature. Dahrendorf and Bottomore
have attributed it to the greater differentiation of the social
structure, the growing complexity of social stratification, the
emergence of the middle class and 5 joint' ownership etc The break¬
down of unify in labour is apparent: The working class differentiates
itself more and more, on the one hand into occupational groups and on
the other hand into categories with different interests As for the
new middle class: there is no word in any modern language to describe
this group that is no group, class that is no class, and stratum that
is no stratum It also resisted attempts to define its upper and
lower limits (DARENDORF: 196: 52). Furthermore, the two great social
forces of mobility and equality have steered class structures and con¬
flicts in ways unforeseen by Marx:
For Marx, mobility was a symptom of short-lived,
transition periods of history, that is, of either
the emergence or the impending breakdown of a
society Today, social mobility has become one
of the crucial elements of the structure of
industrial societies, and one would be tempted to
predict its J breakdown5 only if the process of
mobility were seriously impeded.
(DAHRENDORF: 1959:57)
Similarly, Schelsky also noted that,
Social mobility... has broken up collective ties
and solid arities of stratification and to a large
extent has created an egoism of small groups and
families as one of the essential social forces of
our social constitution so that this highly mobile
society cannot provide a lasting social status
consciousness.
(DAHRENDORF: 1959:105)
Vith all these changes going on, the transformation of 5 class
in itself into 3 class for itself is not inevitable, as predicted
by Marx, who underscored the ability of capitalism to protract its
death agony According to Dahrendorf, it is apparent that there is
a growing tendency for the working class to integrate into the in¬
stitutional structure of capitalism (DAHRENDORF: 1959) Bendix also
notes the readiness of wage workers to accept the responsibilities
along with the rights of national citizenship and to pursue their
objectives through organizations which recognize the rules of the
game (BENDIX: 1959) Other arguments have been put forward The
emergence of the human relations type of management has moderated
class conflicts; the homogenize!ion of living standards and cultural
levels too; the erabourgeiosement of the 'proleteriat'; the emergence
of a consumer culture and false-consciousness through advertisements
and the media etc
Counterarguements have also been propounded. Serge Pallet
(MALLET: 1975) still regards class as a significant factor, though
class distinctions may be blurred in the sphere of consumption, yet,
in the sphere of production, they are still retained Goldthorpe
(GOLDTHORPE: 199) also challenges the embourgeiosement arguemnt,
saying that the working class still retains many of its characteristics
but that new patterns of sociability have emerged and convergency
towards the middle-class pattern is also envisaged, Farnily-centredness,
instrumental collectivism mark the distinctiveness of workers in modern
industrialized society (GOLDTHORPE: 1969) Zweig also points to the
emergence of '-Fragmentary' world-views among the workers and their
growing withdrawal into private life.
The internal changes of capitalism have obscured conflicts.
Workers nowadays are loosing their revolutionary potential, Marcuse
and Habermas are agreed on this issue0 Marcuse even points to the
one-dimensional nature of modern mans
Capitalism sells the means of a make believe human
existence through the possession of pre-packaged
symbols of humanity numbs a stunted, mass-
produced humanity with satisfactions that leave the
basic satisfaction untouched, but still distract
the mind from it.. It provides means of escape and
oblivion, the more they will forget to question
the basis of the vhole system...
Capitalism civilises consumption and leisure to
avoid having to civilize social relationships,
productive and work relationships.
(MARCUSE: 1964)
Other writers are less concerned with class and ideology,
whether socialist or capitalist. There are forces and variables
which are more significant and common to both kinds of society.
Industrialism and pluralism have been identified by Kerr (KERRs 1973)
The emergence of knowledge industries and technocrats has been identi-
1
fied by Bell Such writers see the organisation of modern society as
taking a less ideological tone. For them, modern society is trans-
class, trans-national, trans-cultural Various terminologies have
been coined such as technetronic society (Brzezinski), post-modern
society (Etzioni), post-cultural society (Steiner), post-civilised
society (Boudlding). Touraine even termed it a programmed society
in which technical methods provide solutions to all problems-- a
world-view that subsumes as thetics, religion and customary thought
under the rationalistic mode!
It is thus apparent that as society differentiates and pro-
gresses, the multiplicity of factors that divide men and unite them
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becomes more diverse and complex. Men become more and more different
and distinct from one another. At the same time, there are more
dimensions on which similarities can be claimed. Difference-conscious-
ness is heightened while sameness-consciousness takes more diverse
forms. It seems likely that this somehow weakens solidarity along
fundamental principles -- the identification and specification of
which become more difficult, but at the same time it also seems likely
that it facilitates ease of association and affiliation. The multi-
dimensional nature of society provides more varied grounds for comparison
and identification. Thus samene ss- consciousness can also assume a more
. . . .general form -- transclass, trans-occupation, trans-national
What will be the kind of interpersonal relationships we can
expect in the future, using the difference-consciousness and sameness-
consciousness perspective? would argue that difference-consciousness,
or asset-consciousness will take a more obvious psychological twist o
Subjectivity is more important than objectivity -- a viewpoint con-
gruent with Centers' and the asset-consciousness thesis. As for
sameness-consciousness, agreement is more plausible along general
criteria. In other words, both difference-consciousness and sameness
consciousness will tend to be trivialized or assume very general forms.
My reasons for predicting trivialization and over-generaization
are not unrelated to the current lack of consensus about the true nature
of society, and to a lack of commitment to any ideological mode. The
ideology of Hong Kong, being marked by an absence of ideology, as
Harris puts it (HARRIS: 1974), would further reinforce such divergences.
In identifying with the trivial uniqueness, one is almost guaranteed of
certainty. The trivial is always easy to comprehend and master. General
principles are usually tautological This spares the individual the
risks and injury inherent in identifying with the 'wrong8 fundamental
principles
This strategy is also linked toother strategies such as the
semantic stretch in kinship definition discussed in chapter II and
the withdrawal into the 'micro8 mentioned in the earlier part of
this chapter They all operate on the same principles: increase in
flexibilities of application, circumvention of constraints, and erasion
of fundamental principles (especially the social and historical ones)
a set of avoidance behaviours common in a political limbo like
Hong Kong The segregation of the micro from the macro also reflects
the unwillingness of local citizens to construct a more holistic world-
view, and their difficulty in relating self to the world, biography
to history
A New Look at Mobility Strategies and Social Structure
Though the concepts and arguments put forward in this thesis
are many and complex, the underlying theme is single, which is con¬
sistently centred round one concept— the asset-consciousness thesis
It is interesting to note that how the inadequacies of the
elementarist position has inevitably led us to consider holistic
perspectives The individual's viewpoint has to be respected but
structural considerations also have to be taken seriously in order to
have a more comprehensive and in-depth understanding of the question
under discussion, and to see whether the thesis can stand the challenge
of rival explanations
Surprisingly, other rival arguments such as the use of group
strategies, class-consciousness fail to invalidate the argument.
Sameness-consciousness, as elaborated in the previous section, serves
to illustrate the point® Individual mobility strategy, group mobi¬
lity strategy, individualism, asset-consciousness which sometimes
seem to be contradictory are found to be different facets of the
same phenomenon. Adoption of group strategies is conceived of as
a kind of collective asset rather than an ideological commitment or
consensus of world-views. It is thus apparent that an image of man
as economic man has emerged, who is depicted as rationally calculating
his assets and carefully managing his resources for his subsequent
career advancement. The constellation of factors conditioning its
emergence is examined.
A number of forces have been identified which have changed
the essence and shape of modern society® The further differentiation
of society has created differences and divisions; at the same time,ft
distinctions are blurred-- by forces prevalent in a mass society®
Human relationshio takes new emphasis— instrumental consideration«Ei» A-
undermines emotional solidarity and support® Individuals, though
structurally attached to social networks, are psychologically and
emotionally secluded and isolated® Furthermore, changes in modern
society have helped to mystify and obscure its ture nature® Individuals
are less incited to question fundamental principles® The emergence
of modern man as economic man rather than as-moralist or passionate
reformer is not unrelated to the lessening of ideological identification®
However, in the Hong Kong context, the asset-consciousness
thesis receives different emphasis. The segregation of the micro
from the macro, the over-reliance on individual efforts, the use
of asset-consciousness as the basis for personal identity and self-
respect are unique in historical experience. Asset-consciousness in
its more 5 normal5 form helps the individual to relate self with the
world, personal attributes with situational particulars-- which are
important for personality integration. But it is sometimes suspected
of attaining success and efficiency at the expense of evading some
fundamental principles. The more 'pathological' form of asset-
consciousness is functional at the early phase of economic development,
yet its viability under different historical conditions is much questione
A good deal more research and thought are needed before one can furnish
an answer to this question.
However, from the point of view of those who consider that the
only truly moral human stance requires a sense of involvement with
humanity, the reintegration of micro with macro must be desired an
involvement which is necessary to reinvigorate man's moral capacity
to question the fundamental principles underlying a more humane con¬
ception of a just society
CONCLUSION
The present thesis attempts to understand the processes
and mechanisms through which occupational achievement is attained.
Through the study of job-histories and personal biographies, some
interesting facts and principles underlying occupational success
have been discovered. The problem has been viewed from various
perspectives, from the actor's point of view, the network point
of view and the structural point of view. A more comprehensive
picture of occupational attainment has thus been revealed, which is
summarized in the asset-consciousness thesis
Some of the myths about occupational success and mobility
have been clarified and demystified. Will, guts and individual-
effort alone are not adeqate for occupational success and mobility.
A supportive network structure and a flexible social structure are
also required. Asset-consciousness is important, but it must also be
extended to include awareness of group and situational assets. With-
such concomitant factors, occupational success and mobility are less
likely to attained..
As the actor's point of view suggests, an individual's clear
self-perception and discovery of personal assets is an important pre¬
requisite for locating oneself in an occupational niche. An individual's
sharp perception of situational particulars and assets helps him to
match the environmental or occupational demands with his own unique
attributes in such a way as to promote and inculcate job satisfaction,
commitment and occupational success.
The actor5s perspective also suggests that a positive
assessment of individual attributes is important for occupational
success. This helps to invigorate inner vitalities and effectuate
harnassment of psychic resources. A positive outlook towards life
also helps an individual to circumvent constraints.
The network perspective suggests that the aforementioned
asset-consciousness is insufficient for vertical mobility and job
placement Network relationships help an individual in access to more
job information, heighten his sense of opportunity awareness, and aid
in securing contacts. In Hong Kong, this web of network relationships
has shifted from ties in kinship or ethnicity networks to a more
selective, self-constructed one. Class differential comes in. The
working class, whose network structure is less representative of the
general occupational structure, are at a disadvantage in securing
better job information. Luck and chance are less likely to happen to
them.
The structural perspective further suggests that a supportive
underlying structure is conducive to occupational success and the un¬
folding of human potential. The problems of inequality and initial
disadvantage have to be considered. Human creativity is sometimes
constrained by contextual limitations and the rigidity of the class
structure.
From the micro point of view, some strategies have been adopted
which are conditioned by external factors but may not be consciously
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well-understood by the actor: say, turnover, withdrawal into the
micro, family- centredness etc. These strategies are maladaptive
in the long run as they rely too much on individual efforts and
individual assets; they slight the importance of situational assets
and a supportive infrastructure- such as a wide network and a
flexible social structures Thus, these strategies are likely to
suffer limitations under, changing circur stances
Though a certain degree of detachment or marginality from
network ties is desirable for heightening objectivity and asset-
consciousness, involvement and engagement are important for mobili-
zation and harnassment of network and structural resources. The
supportive infrastructure cannot exert its full influence, and integra-
tion between the micro and the macro is weakened. The strategy of
withdrawal into the micro which is adopted by many citizens in Hong
Kong today is problematic if not pathological in the long run. A
link between micro strategies and macro concerns is more desirable.
It is thus suggested, at the end of this thesis, that though
asset-consciousness is important, a supportive infrastructure is equally
important. An asset-conscious person, who has a supportive social
structure and an ability to alternate involvement and detachment can
harness and utilize the best of all his resources. Such a man's
success is almost certain.
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